
 
 

 
  



 
Slide#7 – Implications for Instruction – Grade 4 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
 

Task Type 

 
 

Claims/Sub-Claims 

 
 

EBSR/TECR Points 

 
 

PCR Points 

LAT Reading Literature 4 items = 8 points 3 

Reading Vocabulary 2 items = 4 points 0 

Writing Written Expression 0 9 

Writing Knowledge Language and 
Conventions 

0 3 

 
 

RST 

 
 
Claims/Sub-Claims 

 
 

EBSR/TECR Points 

 
 

PCR Points 

 Reading Information 6 items = 12 points 3 

Reading Vocabulary 3 items = 6 points 0 

Writing Written Expression 0 9 

Writing Knowledge Language and 
Conventions 

0 3 

 
 

NWT 

 
 
Claims/Sub-Claims 

 
 

EBSR/TECR Points 

 
 

PCR Points 

 Reading 5 items = 10 points 3 

Reading Vocabulary 0 0 

Writing Written Expression 0 9 

Writing Knowledge Language and 
Conventions 

0 3 



Slide # 8 and # 9 – Rules for Scoring EBSRs and TECRs 
 
General Scoring Rules for EBSR Items:  
 
EBSR items usually have two parts that together serve as a single item. 
For EBSR items with only one correct answer in each part, students receive  
 full credit when they answer both parts correctly and 
 partial credit when Part A is correct, but Part B is incorrect.  
 
For EBSRs with one correct answer in Part A and two or more correct answers in Part B, students receive  
 full credit when they answer both parts correctly and 
 partial credit when Part A is correct but Part B is partially or completely incorrect.  
 
For EBSRs with two or more correct answers in Part A and one correct answer in Part B, students receive  
 full credit when both parts are answered correctly and  
 partial credit when Part A is correct and Part B is incorrect OR Part A is mostly correct  
         (number of correct responses minus one) and Part B is correct or incorrect.  

 
General Scoring Rules for TECR Items:  
 
TECR items may have one part OR two parts that together serve as a single item. TECR items with two parts 
follow the same general rules as EBSR items.  
 
For most one-part TECR items, students receive 
 full credit if they choose all of the correct responses and  
 partial credit if they choose at least half of the correct responses.  
 
If the item includes six or more correct responses, students receive  
 full credit if they choose all or nearly all (number of correct responses minus one) of the correct 

responses and  
 partial credit if they choose at least half of the correct responses.  
 

For one-part TECR items that require paired responses, students receive  
 full credit when they choose all correctly paired responses and 
 partial credit when they choose at least half of the correctly paired responses.  

 
For one-part TECR items that require ordering (for example, steps in a process), students receive  
 full credit when they choose and correctly order the correct responses and  
 partial credit when they choose and correctly order more than half of the correct responses.  

 
The ordering rule is a little different for summary items that include at least two additional responses besides 
the correct responses. Students receive  
 full credit when they choose and correctly order the correct responses and  
 partial credit when they either choose all of the correct responses but do not place them in the   correct 

order OR when they choose and correctly order more than half of the correct responses.  
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CCSS Grade Bands

Stimulus Title Stimulus Author Lexile SR RMM

2-3 420-820 0.36-5.62 3.53-6.13

Lexile 4-5 740-1010 3.97-8.40 5.42-7.92

Source Rater 6-8 925-1185 5.85-10.87 7.04-9.57

Reading Maturity Metric 9-10 1050-1335 8.41-12.26 8.41-10.81

11-CCR 1185-1385 9.62-13.47 9.57-12.00

Criteria Very Complex Mark 
(if present)

Moderately Complex Mark 
(if present)

Readily Accessible Mark 
(if present)

PURPOSE

The text contains multiple purposes, and the 
primary purpose is subtle, intricate, and/or 
abstract

The primary purpose of the text is not stated 
explicitly but is easy to infer based upon 
context or source; the text may include 
multiple perspectives

The primary purpose of the text is clear, 
concrete, narrowly focused, and explicitly 
stated; the text has a singular perspective

TEXT STRUCTURE  

Connections among an expanded range of 
ideas, processes, or events are often implicit, 
subtle, or ambiguous; organization exhibits 
some discipline-specific traits; any text 
features are essential to comprehension of 
content

Connections between some ideas, 
processes, or events are implicit or subtle; 
organization is generally evident and 
sequential; any text features help facilitate 
comprehension of content

Connections between ideas, processes, and 
events are explicit and clear; organization is 
chronological, sequential, or easy to predict 
because it is linear; any text features help 
readers navigate content but are not essential 
to understanding content

LANGUAGE FEATURES

Language is generally complex, with abstract, 
ironic, and/or figurative language, and archaic 
and academic vocabulary and domain-
specific words that are not otherwise defined; 
text uses many complex sentences with 
subordinate phrases and clauses

Language is often explicit and literal but 
includes some academic, archaic, or other 
words with complex meaning; text uses some 
complex sentences with subordinate phrases 
or clauses

Language is explicit and literal, with mostly 
contemporary and familiar vocabulary; text 
uses mostly simple sentences 

KNOWLEDGE DEMANDS

The subject matter of the text relies on 
specialized, discipline-specific knowledge; the 
text makes many references or allusions to 
other texts or outside areas; allusions or 
references have no context and require 
inference

The subject matter of the text involves some 
discipline-specific knowledge; the text makes 
some references or allusions to other texts or 
outside ideas; the meaning of references or 
allusions may be partially explained in context

The subject matter of the text relies on little or 
no discipline-specific knowledge; if there are 
any references or allusions, they are fully 
explained in the text

USE of GRAPHICS
(Optional)

Graphics are essential to understanding the 
text; they may clarify or expand information in 
the text and may require close reading and 
thoughtful analysis in relation to the text

Graphics are mainly supplementary to 
understanding the text; they generally contain 
or reinforce information found in the text

Graphics are simple and may be unnecessary 
to understanding the text

AUDIO STIMULUS
(Optional)

Spoken language is highly academic and 
technical, and the points made are often 
implicit; the content seldom overlaps with the 
content in the text with which it is paired, and 
the relationship between the two texts is 
subtle and intricate 

Spoken language includes some academic 
vocabulary and/or some technical language, 
and the points made are sometimes implicit; 
the content introduces some ideas or points 
not present in the text with which it is paired

Spoken language is non-technical, and the 
points made are highly explicit and coherent; 
the content bears a clear relationship to the 
text with which it is paired and may even 
repeat the same points

VISUAL/VIDEO STIMULUS
(Optional)

The visual presentation is essential to 
understanding the text with which it is paired; 
it may clarify or expand information in the text 
and requires close reading or thoughtful 
analysis in relation to the text 

The visual presentation is mainly 
supplemental to understanding the text with 
which it is paired; it is fairly easy to 
understand and generally reinforces 
information found in the text

The visual presentation is simple and only 
slightly reinforces understanding of the text 
with which it is paired; it is easy to understand 
and engages the reader more than it provides 
information   

Grade Level 

Complexity Level

Informational Complexity Analysis Worksheet

Qualitative Analysis:  rubric to analyze text complexity and place a text within a specific grade

Quantitative Analysis: Computer-based quantitative tools used to analyze text complexity and recommend placement of a text within a grade band

Briefly explain recommended placement based on your consideration of the 
Quantitative and Qualitative results recorded above. Final Placement Recommendation

Notes

Text-Analysis Tools

*Texts such as poetry, drama, transcripts, and those depicting step-by-

step processes will be assigned a grade level based on a qualitative 

evaluation

NOTES

Slide #17 – PARCC's Informational Text Analysis Worksheet
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Passage Selection Guidelines for the PARCC Summative Assessments, Grades 3-
11, in ELA/Literacy1  

Along with instructional materials and teacher training, assessment development is essential to the 
successful implementation of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS).  While many of the 
expectations outlined in the CCSS align with previous versions of many state standards for ELA, the CCSS 
do represent some shifts in emphasis with direct implications for assessment development.  In 
particular, the CCSS devote considerable attention to the types and nature of texts used in instruction 
and assessment. The foundation for preparing students for the linguistic rigors of college and the 
workplace lies in the texts with which they interact.  By the time they graduate, students should be 
prepared to successfully read and analyze the types of complex texts they will encounter after high 
school.  Selecting passages of appropriate type and complexity for use in assessment is integral to this 
preparation.   

One of the major shifts of the CCSS is an emphasis on developing skills for comprehending and analyzing 
informational texts.  Increased exposure to informational texts better prepares students for the various 
types of texts they will encounter in college and the workplace.  The array of passages selected for the 
PARCC Summative assessments in grades 3-11 should support the development of the necessary skills to 
handle this range of informational texts. 

Another shift is an increased emphasis on the analysis across multiple texts, often of varied genres and 
media.  Several standards focus on the integration of knowledge and ideas across multiple texts and 
genres and, therefore, require inter-textual and multi-media analysis.  These expectations require 
special attention to selection of related passages, chosen specifically to support assessment of the full 
range of expectations.   

This document offers five guidelines to consider when selecting passages.  These guidelines should 
inform the training of passage finders in order to ensure a pool of acceptable passages that can support 
assessment of the CCSS for the PARCC summative assessments.  These guidelines will also inform form 
assemblers as they construct forms that will assess the full continuum of standards.  In choosing 
passages, passage finders should consider: 

A. Using the framework for determining text complexity
B. Selecting a variety of text types (including different types of texts, a balance of authors by

gender and ethnicity, and texts that appeal to a diverse student population)
C. Selecting passages that allow for a range of standards/evidences to be demonstrated to meet

the PARCC claims (as reflected in the task generation models and evidence statements).

1 Throughout this document, the words “passage” and “text” are used synonymously.  For the purposes of this 
document, a passage or a text is defined as a stimulus that allows for the measurement of the PARCC summative 
assessment claims in reading.  It should be noted too that a passage or text may contain art work, photographs, 
graphics or other visuals.  In addition, a passage or text may be print or multi-media. 
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D. Pairing passages effectively
E. Meeting demands of Bias and Sensitivity Guidelines

A. Using the framework for determining text complexity
Selecting passages of appropriate complexity is essential for assessing the comprehension skills at each 
developmental level.  Passages, too basic for a given level, will not possess the necessary vocabulary, 
syntax, structures, and content development to assess the grade-level skills.  Passages too complex for a 
given level will contain characteristics that interfere with the assessment of the grade-level skills.  

PARCC has agreed upon a framework for determining text complexity.  Passage selectors will utilize this 
framework to determine text complexity.  The details of the framework are described below: 

PARCC uses two components for determining text complexity for all passages/texts proposed: 
1. Two quantitative text complexity measures (Reading Maturity Metric and Lexile) will be used to

analyze all reading passages to determine an initial recommendation for placement of a text within
a grade band.

Note: In instances where the complexity measures do not place the text in the same grade level,
passage selectors should note the potential grade band for the text and then proceed to the
qualitative complexity analysis.

2. The Complexity Analysis Worksheets will be used to apply the separate qualitative measure for
informational and literary text. The results will be used to determine a recommendation for text
complexity within a final grade level, and will result in a categorization of each text as readily
accessible, moderately complex, or very complex.2

Note: For multimedia text, in addition to the first four criteria, qualitative judgments from one or
both of the “optional” criteria in the two Complexity Analysis Worksheets must be considered to
make a holistic judgment of the complexity of the material.

For each text and multimedia text, the complexity level will be determined by the number of traits it
exhibits that are classified as readily accessible, moderately complex, or very complex.  In many
instances, a text will demonstrate fairly uniform complexity across traits.  Sometimes, however,
there is a discrepancy in the complexity across traits. When this occurs, passage selectors must
carefully weigh the balance of complexity across traits to make a determination.

As part of the passage selection process, the passage selector should record his/her rationale to
describe how both the quantitative and qualitative information were considered and used to inform
the final grade level and text complexity determinations. The rationale will be presented along with
the passage to assist in the passage review process.

The contractor for item development/passage selection brings passages to the review process with
proposed complexity levels based on the process described above.  Reviewers check that the

2 Texts such as poetry, drama, transcripts, and those depicting step-by-step processes will be assigned a 
grade level based solely on a qualitative evaluation. 
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quantitative data, qualitative data, and complexity levels assigned adequately reflect appropriate 
grade level and complexity level decisions. 

A Note about Length of Texts: 

One element quantitative measures use to determine text complexity is the length of a text. PARCC 
has established the following grade-level guidelines to inform passage selection with regards to 
length of texts. 

Table 2. Minimum/Maximum Passage Lengths by Grade Band3 

Grade Band Minimum/Maximum Passage Length for Literary and Informational 
Text/Literary Nonfiction 

3 – 5 200 – 800 words 
6 – 8 400 – 1,000 words 

9 – 11 500 – 1,500 words 

It should be noted too that for the performance-based tasks, the text selected for the Research 
Simulation task and one of the literary texts selected for the Literary Analysis task should be closer 
to the end of the range listed for the grade band than the beginning of the range for that grade 
band.   

PARCC recognizes that the length of a text is only one element in determining text complexity, and it 
is the overall appropriateness of texts, rather than merely text length that should guide text 
selection. In considering length of both print and multimedia texts, form assemblers must consider 
overall testing time when deciding which texts to place together in a single form.  

B. Selecting a variety of texts (including different types of texts, a balance of
authors by gender and ethnicity, and texts that appeal to a diverse
student population)

General Criteria for Selecting Authentic Texts 

The texts students encounter on tests should be worthy of careful attention, be content rich and 
challenging, and exhibit professional published quality. In short, assessment materials should be of 
sufficient quality and complexity that students can demonstrate that they are on the path to achieve 
college and career readiness.  

Generally, texts used for assessment should be drawn from previously published materials because 
these materials have undergone professional review and editing in the publication process.  

3 Some types of texts, such as poetry, political cartoons, and advertisements, may fall below the minimum word 
count. Care must be taken to ensure that these types of texts are robust enough to support a variety of reading 
comprehension questions. 
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Informational texts that have been commissioned specifically for a test typically lack the quality and 
complexity required to meet the expectations of the Common Core; often they demonstrate poor use of 
evidence, possess weak organizational structure, lack density, and/or have questionable content 
accuracy. Also, commissioned texts are often simplistic, failing to provide sufficient information for 
students to gain important knowledge.  

Similarly, literary texts that have been commissioned for a test often fail to demonstrate the deft 
character development, plotting, and thematic relevance that are hallmarks of the fiction writer’s craft. 
Commissioned literary nonfiction also often fails to exhibit the professional qualities expected in this 
rich genre.  

Consequently, passage finders will locate authentic texts for the PARCC Summative Assessments for 
English Language Arts/Literacy. 

Criteria for Range and Variety of Texts 

Since the CCSS call for students to comprehend a range of grade-appropriate complex texts, it is 
important that passage finders and form assemblers select texts for the PARCC assessments that 
represent a range of texts that students should be reading at each grade level to prepare them for entry- 
level reading in college.  In considering this range, one important consideration is a need to balance 
texts written by authors with diverse backgrounds, including a balance of authors by gender and 
ethnicity.  In addition, since the students taking the PARCC assessments are themselves a diverse 
population, texts selected should appeal to a wide-range of student audiences.  Form assemblers should 
create forms that demonstrate this range of diversity as well. 

Texts come in a variety of forms or genres, and each text has its own unique purpose(s) and structure(s).  
Each of these types has unique characteristics, but they can be grouped by general similarities in 
structure and purpose.  Passage finders and form assemblers will want to use a variety of text types in 
locating texts and in putting together forms so that the PARCC assessments allow students to 
demonstrate their ability to read and comprehend a range of complex texts.  

1. Literary Text Types:  There are many literary genres, but for the purposes of helping passage
finders and form assemblers to select a variety of text types, literature text types will be
categorized using four categories:

a. Poetry
b. Drama
c. Fiction
d. Multi-Media Texts

2. Informational Text Types:  There are many informational text types, but for the purposes of
helping passage finders and form assemblers to select a variety of text types, informational text
types will be categorized using four categories:

a. Literary Non-fiction
b. History/Social Science Texts
c. Science/Technical Texts
d. Digital Texts
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It will also be helpful for passage finders and form assemblers to consider the many types of texts within 
these various text types that could serve as authentic source materials for the PARCC Summative 
Assessments, particularly when selecting informational texts. For science/technical texts, this will usually 
provide both prose and non-prose information (i.e., graphic or visual elements).  

The following types of informational texts may be considered appropriate for the PARCC assessments: 
x Advertisements 
x Agendas 
x Autobiographies 
x Biographies 
x Company profiles 
x Contracts 
x Correspondence 
x Essays 
x Feature articles 
x Government documents 
x Histories 
x Interviews 
x Journal articles 
x Legal documents 
x Magazine articles 
x Memoirs 
x News articles 
x Opinion/editorial pieces 
x Political cartoons 
x Primary and secondary sources4 
x Product specifications 
x Product/Service descriptions 
x Recipes 
x Reports 
x Reviews 
x Science investigations 
x Speeches 
x Textbooks 
x Tourism guides 
x Training manuals 

4 A primary source is a document or physical object which was present during an experience or time period and 
which offers an inside view of a particular event. Examples include letters, memoirs, diaries, journal entries, bill of 
sale, etc. A secondary source is a document or physical object that analyzes, references, and/or uses information 
from a primary source. Examples include textbook entries, journal articles based on primary source material, etc. 
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x User guides/manuals 

Understanding Seminal and Foundational Texts: 

Foundational literary texts include literature that addresses prominent themes, literary movements, 
schools of thought, or topics (political, social, or economic) within a given time period, including works 
of major writers in a variety of genres. Often, foundational texts in literary terms introduce concepts, 
ideas, metaphors, etc., that have influenced other texts or a literary or historical movement, and/or 
have been widely alluded to in other texts of literary merit written subsequent to the publication of the 
proposed text stimulus.  As such, these are texts that have been widely read and studied.  While PARCC 
does not intend to develop a list of foundational texts, PARCC will recognize as “foundational” any text 
that meets the description above and that has extensive critical acclaim and/or is an extensive literary 
critical work focused on explaining/analyzing the proposed foundational text. 

Additional Criteria for Selecting Informational Texts That Are Seminal and/or 
Foundational 

Three standards, RI.9-10.9, RI.11-12.8, and RI.11-12.9, require students to read informational texts that 
are seminal and/or foundational U.S. texts. 

x Note: All passages submitted for the Grade 11 Research Simulation task models for literary nonfiction 
must be foundational U.S. texts. In keeping with the Standard 9 requirement in the task models, even 
when the text requirements only generally require “literary non-fiction,” at least 2 of the 3 texts must be 
17-19th century texts; the 3rd may be 20th century. The final PCR must be tied to the 17-19th century
texts but may also draw from a 20th century text.

To provide further explanation of the types of U.S. texts that belong within these special categories of 
texts, Sue Pimentel has prepared the following white paper that should be referenced when selecting 
seminal and/or foundational texts for the PARCC Summative Assessments: 

Clarifying Guidance on How to Apply Reading Standards RI.9-10.9, RI.11-12.8, RI.11-12.9 for 
Instruction and Assessment 

At the high school level, three standards in the CCSS informational reading standards call on students to 
read seminal and foundational US documents of historical and literary significance.  The focus on 
seminal and foundational US documents was suggested (and in some cases explicitly named) 
because: 

1. These texts are practical and educationally powerful, ensuring rigor and quality in terms of
what students will be asked to read. Being able to handle informational texts of this nature
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is a strong predictor of college and career readiness, and prepares students for a wide range 
of reading challenges. 

2. Overall, they invite careful and close analysis, making them ideal for instruction and for
assessment. They are brief enough to be ideal for classroom use and typically can be
excerpted beautifully for assessment use because of the density and repetition of ideas.

3. Lastly, grasping the import of these works reflects an understanding and commitment to
participating in the civic life of the country.  It is striking how much of political conversation
of the US returns to the Founding Documents and the Great Conversation that they continue
to generate. They are essential for access into public discourse and being an informed
citizen.

The three standards are related but different in terms of their parameters and implications for 
assessments: 

RI.9-10.9: Analyze	seminal	U.S.	documents	of	historical	and	literary	significance	(e.g.,	Washington’s	
Farewell	Address,	the	Gettysburg	Address,	Roosevelt’s	Four	Freedoms	speech,	King’s	“Letter	from	
Birmingham Jail”),	including	how	they	address	related	themes	and	concepts. 

The word "seminal" in RI.9-10.9 means US documents of historical and literary significance that are 
pivotal, ground-breaking, and have lasting influence—ones that have had an impact on our collective 
thought and practice. These are texts that collectively are part of the cultural and civic discourse in the 
country. This would include the “great	thinkers	in	our	nation’s	history	that	have	been	influential	in	
shaping the course of our society . . . but also those that reflect the changing fabric of our society at 
different times, including minority voices, dissenting voices, and multiple perspectives from people 
who played important roles in shaping thought on critical themes and issues at different times 
throughout	our	nation’s	history.”	This corpus could also include celebrated letters, journals, and 
memoirs from common, everyday individuals who are reflecting first-hand on their experience of 
certain national policies and practice (e.g., a widely circulated collection of letters from Civil War 
soldiers, diaries of Japanese Americans during WWII) as well as prominent Supreme Court cases 
that uphold or strike down lower court rulings when such decisions have entered the body politic 
and impacted societal thought and practice (sometimes well after the events upon which they are 
reflecting).  

The	other	aspect	of	this	standard	that	shouldn’t	be	lost	is	that	it	asks	for	how	seminal	U.S. 
documents of historical and literary significance “address	related	themes	and	concepts.”	This	
requires reviewing more than one seminal text at a time.  There are, however, limits on what counts 
as “seminal”: a letter from a soldier from the Civil War describing his new mess kit paired with an article 
describing the evolution of the “spork” would not qualify. Just because a text is historical—regardless of 
how interesting and compelling it may be—does not mean it qualifies as seminal.  

RI.11-12.8: Delineate and evaluate the reasoning in seminal U.S. texts, including the application of 
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constitutional principles and use of legal reasoning (e.g., in U.S. Supreme Court majority opinions and 
dissents) and the premises, purposes, and arguments in works of public advocacy (e.g., The Federalist, 
presidential addresses). 

The intent of this standard is similar to RI.9-10.9, though	it	shifts	the	focus	from	“related	themes	
and	concepts”	to	“reasoning”	within	seminal	texts.  To put it simply, the seminal texts described in 
the grades 9-10 standard are the same as those described in the 11-12 standards.  The other 
addition in the grades 11-12 standard is to also include texts that apply constitutional principles as 
well as works of public advocacy.  Seminal texts here include (but are not limited to) documents 
that	emphasize	“application of constitutional principles	and	use	of	legal	reasoning”	and	“public 
advocacy.”		This	means	that	US	Supreme	Court	cases	should	figure	prominently	as	well	as	advocacy	
that shaped (or is shaping) national public opinion and/or attitudes of decision-makers regarding 
political, economic, and social issues, causes, and policy.  

RI.11-12.9: Analyze seventeenth-, eighteenth-, and nineteenth-century foundational U.S. documents of 
historical and literary significance (including The Declaration of Independence, the Preamble to the 
Constitution,	the	Bill	of	Rights,	and	Lincoln’s	Second	Inaugural	Address)	for	their	themes,	purposes,	
and rhetorical features. 

This standard is closely connected to the two standards above, as it covers much of the same 
content as the other two.  Much like its counterpart in Grades 9-10, the focus in this standard is on 
the themes, purposes, and rhetorical features of these texts.  The term	“foundational	U.S.	
documents,”	however, suggests a stricter interpretation, as the texts listed in the standard are 
required reading.  They include the Preamble to the US Constitution, the Bill of Rights, and the 
Declaration of Independence—documents that go directly to the founding of the nation.  The 
standard uses the word "including," which means that while the named documents must be read, 
the	notion	of	a	“foundational	document”	is	not	limited	to	them.		(For shorthand, the texts that 
articulate the principles of liberty and equality and exhort us to live up to those principles 
throughout	the	nation’s	history	can	be	referred	to	as the Great Conversation).    

Unlike the other two standards, this standard places time limits on that Conversation—only going 
up through the nineteenth century.  In addition to the named texts, documents that have 
contributed to the Great Conversation include the Federalist Papers, debates from the 
Constitutional Convention, and writings from Jefferson, Madison and Washington; the Gettysburg 
Address (for how it re-invigorates the Declaration), the Emancipation Proclamation, and of course 
Lincoln’s	Second	Inaugural	(named	explicitly	in	the	standard);	documents	relating	to	women's 
rights in the 19th century as well as speeches given by Native American leaders; and writings from 
eminent civil rights leaders and early Supreme Court cases addressing equal rights. 
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C. Selecting authentic passages that allow for a range of
standards/evidences to be demonstrated to meet the PARCC claims

Evidence Tables 

In grades 3 through 11, the Common Core State Standards for reading contain a set of standards for 
literary texts and a set for informational texts. In grades 6 through 11, there are two additional sets of 
standards, one for the science/technical domain and one for the history/social studies domain. After a 
text has been designated for use within a specific grade, the passage selector must consider how the 
content and structure of the passage support the claims and evidence to be elicited by the assessment.  
If the text is literary, the passage selector should use the appropriate grade-level evidence tables aligned 
to the reading literature and reading vocabulary sub-claims.  If the passage is informational, the passage 
selector should use the appropriate grade-level evidence tables aligned to the reading information and 
reading vocabulary sub-claims. Science/technical texts must include sufficient data and/or quantitative 
details to elicit the evidences for the science and technical literacy standards. 

Paired Passages 

Within each grade, several standards call for students to use more than one text in order to 
demonstrate achievement of the standard.  

Number of Standards Requiring More than One Text 
The standard codes for the paired or multiple text standards in the CCSS are listed by grade in the table 
below. The table shows that the numbers of these standards vary, not only by grade level, but also by 
domain [Reading Literary Text (RL), Reading Informational Text (RI), Reading History/Social Studies Text 
(RH), and Reading Scientific and Technical Text (RST).]  

Table 3. Standards Requiring Paired or Multiple Texts 

Grade 

Number of RL, RI, RH, and RST 
standards requiring more than 
one stimulus (stimulus may be 
text, art, graphic, quantitative 
info, multimedia)  

Standard Codes 

3 2 RL.9; RI.9 
4 6 RL.5,6,7,9; RI.6,9 
5 6 RL.5,9; RI.5,6,7,9 
6 8 RL.7,9; RI.7,9; RH.7,9; RST.7,9 
7 8 RL.7,9; RI.7,9; RH.7,9; RST.7,9 
8 9 RL.5,7,9; RI.7,9; RH.7,9; RST.7,9 

9-10 8 RL.7,9; RI.7,9; RH.6,7,9; RST.9 
11 10 RL.7,9; RI.7; RH.6,7,8,9; RST.7,8,9 
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Considerations for Paired or Multiple Texts with Accompanying Visuals 

For the PARCC Summative Assessment, a literary text can be paired with an informational text that is 
accompanied with a visual (i.e., painting, photograph) for paired passage sets.  If the informational text 
that goes with the painting is to be assessed along with the painting, then the pairing fits into the 
“literary and informational text pairing” category, and the points when both informational and literary 
standards/evidences are applicable are applied only to the Major Claim for Reading, not for the sub-
claims.  Items would not assess a reading of only the painting. 

It is possible to have a literary text paired with a painting with a small amount of informational text 
where one does not ask any items associated with the informational text (i.e., a painting with a brief 
informational caption).  In this case, the points would be attributable to both the Major Claim for 
reading and the Reading Literature Sub-Claim. 

For performance-based tasks, the only time informational and literary texts are paired is for the grade 7 
Research Simulation Tasks that include RL.7.9, in which a literary document is paired with an historical 
document (to measure the one standard that actually requires this type of pairing). 

Criteria for Selection of Paired or Multiple Texts 

Paired or multiple texts used to assess the standards shown in the table above should be selected with 
the same care as all texts used on the PARCC assessments. Exposing students to grade-level texts—
including texts from the domains of ELA, science, history/social studies, technical subjects, and the 
arts—of appropriate complexity lies at the heart of the assessment of the Common Core State 
Standards. The assessment should require the careful gathering of observations about each text and 
careful consideration about what those observations taken together add up to—from the smallest 
linguistic matters to larger issues of overall understanding and judgment.  

There are several additional criteria for selecting the passages for the standards that require more than 
one text. These criteria are based on the language of the standard and depend on the explicit purpose of 
the standard—what it is that students are being asked to do with the text. The standards in Table 3 can 
be sorted into several general categories based on their purposes. Listed below are the general 
purposes and the requirements for the texts that will assess each purpose. 

1. Compare literary elements, including theme

The two or more literary texts selected to assess standards that call for comparison and analysis of 
literary elements (including theme) must contain literary elements that  

x Are readily discernible to students (e.g., identifiable themes supported by textual evidence, 
clearly delineated points of view) 

x Are meaningful (e.g., a setting that contributes to the plot or theme) 
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x Have significant points of comparisons (e.g., themes that have a recognizable relationship to 
each other, similar settings that have differing but related impacts in the literary texts, plots 
with similar elements).  

For standard RL.4.5, the texts must be poems, drama, or prose. 

For standard RL4.9, the texts must represent different cultures. 

For standards RL.3.9 RL.4.6, and RL.5.9, the texts must be stories. 

For standard RL.6.9, more than one different literary genre must be used. 

For standard RL.11-12.9, texts must be chosen from foundational works within the same period in 
American literature.  

Table 4: Standards in Which the Primary Focus Is Comparison of Literary Elements 
RL.3.9 Compare and contrast the themes, settings, and plots of stories written by the same author 

about the same or similar characters (e.g., in books from a series). 
RL.4.5 Explain major differences between poems, drama, and prose, and refer to the structural 

elements of poems (e.g., verse, rhythm, meter) and drama (e.g., casts of characters, 
settings, descriptions, dialogue, stage directions) when writing or speaking about a text. 

RL.4.6 Compare and contrast the point of view from which different stories are narrated, including 
the difference between first- and third-person narrations. 

RL.4.9 Compare and contrast the treatment of similar themes and topics (e.g., opposition of good 
and evil) and patterns of events (e.g., the quest) in stories, myths, and traditional literature 
from different cultures. 

RL.5.9 Compare and contrast stories in the same genre (e.g., mysteries and adventure stories) on 
their approaches to similar themes and topics. 

RL.6.9 Compare and contrast texts in different forms or genres (e.g., stories and poems; historical 
novels and fantasy stories) in terms of their approaches to similar themes and topics. 

RL.11-
12.9 

Demonstrate knowledge of eighteenth-, nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century 
foundational works of American literature, including how two or more texts from the same 
period treat similar themes or topics. 

2. Compare central ideas, topics, and/or events (including same event and point of view) in two
or more informational texts

The two or more informational texts selected to assess standards that call for comparison and analysis 
of central ideas, topics, or events must  

x Not only treat the same general topic but also both contain more focused ideas related to the 
broader topic (e.g., not two texts simply about bees, but texts that treat ideas like beneficial 
effects of bees or signals among bees).  
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x Have discernible points of comparison in terms of such aspects as author’s point of view or 
focus, amount and quality of evidence, differences in emphasis, significant omissions and/or 
inclusions of ideas.  

x Have points of comparison that invite questions beyond superficial observations (e.g., “Which 
text has more detail about [idea]?” or “Which text mentions [topic]?}” 

For standard RI.3.9, both texts must be on the same topic. 

For standard RI.4.6, the texts must be a firsthand and a secondhand account of the same event or 
topic. 

For standards RI.5.6, RH.9-10.6, and RH.11-12.6, texts must be on the same topic with discernible 
points of view that can be compared. 

For standard RI.8.9, the texts must provide conflicting information. 

For standard RI.9-10.9, the texts must be selected from seminal U.S. documents of historical and 
literary significance. 

Table 5: Standards in Which the Primary Focus Is Comparison of Central Ideas, Topics, or Points of 
View 

RI.3.9 Compare and contrast the most important points and key details presented in two texts on 
the same topic. 

RI.4.6 Compare and contrast a firsthand and secondhand account of the same event or topic; 
describe the differences in focus and the information provided. 

RI.5.6 Analyze multiple accounts of the same event or topic, noting important similarities and 
differences in the point of view they represent. 

RI.7.9 Analyze how two or more authors writing about the same topic shape their presentations of 
key information by emphasizing different evidence or advancing different interpretations of 
facts. 

RI.8.9 Analyze a case in which two or more texts provide conflicting information on the same topic 
and identify where the texts disagree on matters of fact or interpretation. 

RI.9-10.9 Analyze seminal U.S. documents of historical and literary significance (e.g., Washington's 
Farewell Address, the Gettysburg Address, Roosevelt's Four Freedoms speech, King's "Letter 
from Birmingham Jail"), including how they address related themes and concepts. 

RH.9-10.6 Compare the point of view of two or more authors for how they treat the same or similar 
topics, including which details they include and emphasize in their respective accounts.  

RH.11-
12.6 

Evaluate authors’ differing points of view on the same historical event or issue by assessing 
the authors’ claims, reasoning, and evidence.  

RST.9-
10.9 

Compare and contrast findings presented in a text to those from other sources (including 
their own experiments), noting when the findings support or contradict previous 
explanations or accounts.  

3. Compare and/or analyze different versions of the same text (literature or informational texts)
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Items that assess the standards in this category are based on a text and a second version of that text, 
with the second version either an audio or a video presentation. Students are asked to make 
comparisons between the two versions. Texts chosen to assess this category of standards must  

x Be a copy of the written text accompanied by an audio or video rendition of the text so that the 
aspects affected by delivery in a different medium can be discerned.  

x If there are minor variations in words between the written version and the audio or video 
version, the script of the media version should be provided for ease of comparison. 

For standards RL.4.7 and RL.8.7, the written text must be a story or drama. 
For standards RL.6.7, RL.7.7, and RL.11-12.7, the written text must be a story, drama, or poem. 
For standard RI.7.7, the written text may be a speech or other informational text.  

Table 6: Standards in Which the Primary Focus Is Comparing Different Versions of the Same 
Text 

RL.4.7 Make connections between the text of a story or drama and a visual or oral presentation of 
the text, identifying where each version reflects specific descriptions and directions in the 
text. 

RL.6.7 Compare and contrast the experience of reading a story, drama, or poem to listening to or 
viewing an audio, video, or live version of the text, including contrasting what they “see” 
and “hear” when reading the text to what they perceive when they listen or watch. 

RL.7.7 Compare and contrast a written story, drama, or poem to its audio, filmed, staged, or 
multimedia version, analyzing the effects of techniques unique to each medium (e.g., 
lighting, sound, color, or camera focus and angles in a film). 

RI.7.7 Compare and contrast a text to an audio, video, or multimedia version of the text, analyzing 
each medium’s portrayal of the subject (e.g., how the delivery of a speech affects the impact 
of the words). 

RL.8.7 Analyze the extent to which a filmed or live production of a story or drama stays faithful to 
or departs from the text or script, evaluating the choices made by the director or actors. 

RL.11-
12.7 

Analyze multiple interpretations of a story, drama, or poem (e.g., recorded or live 
production of a play or recorded novel or poetry), evaluating how each version interprets 
the source text. (Include at least one play by Shakespeare and one play by an American 
dramatist.) 

4. Analyze how ideas are transformed from one text to another literature or informational text

Standards in this category require more than the comparison of literary elements (purpose 1) or the 
comparison of ideas, topics, events, or points of view in informational texts (purpose 2). They also are 
different from the standards in the purpose 3 category, where comparisons are required between a 
written text and another version of that same text.   

Standards in the purpose 4 category require an analysis of how ideas or events have been transformed 
from one text to another. The transformation can be from one genre to another or from one work to 
another. Because the focus is transformation of ideas,  
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x The texts must contain ideas or events that have been reused and changed in discernible ways 
from an original text to a derivative text; the student must be provided with both the original 
text and the derivative text. 

x The texts may be primary and secondary sources—historical or scientific/technical—with the 
same topics or events may be used. 

x The texts may be classic works (e.g., mythology, Shakespeare) where one text transforms the 
other, or a classical text may be paired with a newer text that incorporates material from that 
classical text.  

x Care must be taken to select texts that allow for meaningful analysis. 

For standard RI.6.9, the same event(s) must be presented in different texts. 
For standard RL.7.9, the texts must consist of a fictional portrayal and a historical account of the 
same time, place, or character. 
For standards RL.8.9 and RL.9-10.9, the texts must consist of an original source text and a new 
text that transforms material in the original. For the grade 8 standard, the new work must be 
modern fiction.  
For standards RI.8.7, RL.9-10.7, RI.9-10.7, and RST.6-8.9, the texts must be different mediums 
(e.g., art and text, text and multimedia).  
For standards RH.6-8.9 and RH.9-10.9, primary and secondary sources on the same topic should 
be provided.  
For standards RST.6-8.7 and RST.9-10.7, the set of texts should include quantitative or technical 
information that can be translated from words into visual form and vice-versa.  

Table 7: Standards in Which the Primary Focus Is the Transformation of Ideas 

RI.6.9 Compare and contrast one author's presentation of events with that of another (e.g., a 
memoir written by and a biography on the same person). 

RL.7.9 Compare and contrast a fictional portrayal of a time, place, or character and a historical 
account of the same period as a means of understanding how authors of fiction use or alter 
history. 

RI.8.7 Evaluate the advantages and disadvantages of using different mediums (e.g., print or digital 
text, video, multimedia) to present a particular topic or idea. 

RL.8.9 Analyze how a modern work of fiction draws on themes, patterns of events, or character 
types from myths, traditional stories, or religious works such as the Bible, including 
describing how the material is rendered new. 

RL.9-10.7 Analyze the representation of a subject or a key scene in two different artistic mediums, 
including what is emphasized or absent in each treatment (e.g., Auden’s “Musée des Beaux 
Arts” and Breughel’s Landscape with the Fall of Icarus). 

RL.9-10.9 Analyze how an author draws on and transforms source material in a specific work (e.g., 
how Shakespeare treats a theme or topic from Ovid or the Bible or how a later author draws 
on a play by Shakespeare). 

RI.9-10.7 Analyze various accounts of a subject told in different mediums (e.g., a person’s life story in 
both print and multimedia), determining which details are emphasized in each account. 

RH.6-8.9 Analyze the relationship between a primary and secondary source on the same topic. 
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RH.9-10.9 Compare and contrast treatments of the same topic in several primary and secondary 
sources.  

RST.6-8.7 Integrate quantitative or technical information expressed in words in a text with a version of 
that information expressed visually (e.g., in a flowchart, diagram, model, graph, or table). 

RST.6-8.9 Compare and contrast the information gained from experiments, simulations, video, or 
multimedia sources with that gained from reading a text on the same topic.  

RST.9-
10.7 

Translate quantitative or technical information expressed in words in a text into visual form 
(e.g., a table or chart) and translate information expressed visually or mathematically (e.g., 
in an equation) into words.  

5. Integrate information for a purpose

The standards in this category are less focused on comparison of texts and more focused on synthesis of 
ideas from texts, usually for a specific purpose. The texts selected to assess these standards must 
therefore 

x Lend themselves to synthesis of ideas so that students can develop a coherent understanding of 
the topic (e.g., sufficient information about the Emancipation Proclamation that students gain 
an understanding of most of the key ideas and details on this topic).   

x Represent a range of different kinds of texts, including those with visual and quantitative 
representations of information. 

For standard RI.4.9, there must be two texts on same topic. 

For standard RI.5.7, there must be two or more texts that invite and permit students to answer 
a question or solve a problem. 

For standard RI.5.9, several texts on the same topic must be used. 

For standards RH.11-12.9 and RST.11-12.9, there must be multiple texts on same topic that can 
yield a coherent understanding of that topic.  

For standards RI.6.7, RI.11-12.7, RH.6-8.7, RH.9-10.7, RH.11-12.7, and RST.11-12.7, two or more 
texts must be used, one of which is in a different medium from the other; this medium can 
include a visual or quantitative presentation of information.  

Table 8: Standards in Which the Primary Focus Is the Integration of Information 
RI.4.9 Integrate information from two texts on the same topic in order to write or speak about the 

subject knowledgeably. 
RI.5.7 Draw on information from multiple print or digital sources, demonstrating the ability to 

locate an answer to a question quickly or to solve a problem efficiently. 
RI.5.9 Integrate information from several texts on the same topic in order to write or speak about 

the subject knowledgeably. 
RI.6.7 Integrate information presented in different media or formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively) 

as well as in words to develop a coherent understanding of a topic or issue. 
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RI.11-
12.7 

Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information presented in different media or 
formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively) as well as in words in order to address a question or 
solve a problem. 

RH.6-8.7 Integrate visual information (e.g., in charts, graphs, photographs, videos, or maps) with 
other information in print and digital texts. 

RH.9-10.7 Integrate quantitative or technical analysis (e.g., charts, research data) with qualitative 
analysis in print or digital text.  

RH.11-
12.7 

Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information presented in diverse formats and 
media (e.g., visually, quantitatively, as well as in words) in order to address a question or 
solve a problem.  

RH.11-
12.9 

Integrate information from diverse sources, both primary and secondary, into a coherent 
understanding of an idea or event, noting discrepancies among sources.  

RST.11-
12.7 

Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information presented in diverse formats and 
media (e.g., quantitative data, video, multimedia) in order to address a question or solve a 
problem. 

RST.11-
12.9 

Synthesize information from a range of sources (e.g., texts, experiments, simulations) into a 
coherent understanding of a process, phenomenon, or concept, resolving conflicting 
information when possible.  

6. Compare structures of texts

This category is smaller than the others but has been kept separate in this document because the 
textual requirements are very specific. Texts selected for this purpose must 

x Have clearly discernible structures that are used consistently throughout most of the texts (e.g., 
a comparison structure used as the basis for an entire article rather than in a single paragraph). 

x Rarely have structures that are simply chronological; a comparison of chronology-based texts is 
usually not fruitful. When two or more texts with a chronological structure are to be compared, 
there should be specific similarities and/or differences that lend themselves to meaningful 
analysis in terms of the authors’ purposes or viewpoints.  

For standards RI5.5 (informational) and RL8.5 (literary), texts of any appropriate genre may be 
used.  

Table 9: Standards in Which the Primary Focus Is Analysis of Text Structure 

RI.5.5 Compare and contrast the overall structure (e.g., chronology, comparison, cause/effect, 
problem/solution) of events, ideas, concepts, or information in two or more texts. 

RL.8.5 Compare and contrast the structure of two or more texts and analyze how the differing 
structure of each text contributes to its meaning and style. 

7. Analyze supplemental elements

The final category contains standards that call for supplemental elements. Two separate texts are not 
required, but a second element—visual, oral, multimedia, or quantitative—must be attached to the text 



17 

to be assessed.  Students are therefore not asked for comparison or synthesis of texts, as in the 
categories of standards discussed earlier, but they are asked to analyze the contribution of the 
supplemental element or the means of presentation of the element. Guidelines for selection of the 
element include:  

x The additional visual, oral, multimedia, or quantitative element should provide information that 
is essential for understanding the text.  

x The additional element should rise organically from the ideas in the text and not be “added on” 
simply for the purposes of testing (e.g., a chart of general statistics about which nations have 
won the most gold medals should not be artificially attached to an account of an Olympic 
hockey game). 

For standards RL.3.7 and RI.3.7, one or more illustrations are required. 

For standards RI.4.7 and RI.5.7, supplemental information presented visually, orally, or 
quantitatively is required. 

Table 10: Standards in which the Primary Focus Is Analysis of Supplemental Elements 
RL.3.7 Explain how specific aspects of a text’s illustrations contribute to what is conveyed by the 

words in a story (e.g., create mood, emphasize aspects of a character or setting). 
RI.3.7 Use information gained from illustrations (e.g., maps, photographs) and the words in a text 

to demonstrate understanding of the text (e.g., where, when, why, and how key events 
occur). 

RI.4.7 Interpret information presented visually, orally, or quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs, 
diagrams, time lines, animations, or interactive elements on Web pages) and explain how 
the information contributes to an understanding of the text in which it appears. 

RL.5.7 Analyze how visual and multimedia elements contribute to the meaning, tone, or beauty of 
a text (e.g., graphic novel, multimedia presentation of fiction, folktale, myth, poem). 

Using Texts to Assess More Than One Purpose 
The preceding discussion of purposes for paired or multiple texts shows that for many of the Common 
Core Standards the requirements for text selection can be specific and stringent. Consequently, when 
selecting paired or multiple texts, it is important first to determine which category of standards the texts 
will be measuring and then to determine which other standards in that grade level need to be measured 
with the same texts. There may be instances when the requirements for one standard preclude or 
challenge the requirements for another. For example, in grades 9-10, paired informational texts that will 
be assessing RI.9-10.9 (“Analyze seminal U.S. documents of historical and literary significance (e.g., 
Washington's Farewell Address, the Gettysburg Address, Roosevelt's Four Freedoms speech, King's 
‘Letter from Birmingham Jail,’ including how they address related themes and concepts”) may not be 
useful for also assessing RI.9-10.8 (“Delineate and evaluate the argument and specific claims in a text, 
assessing whether the reasoning is valid and the evidence is relevant and sufficient; identify false 
statements and fallacious reasoning”). In general, taking care to understand the focus of the standards 
during the text selection process will make item development go more smoothly and will result in higher 
quality items.  
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E. Meeting the Demands of Bias and Sensitivity Guidelines:

Passage finders should become familiar with the bias and sensitivity guidelines for PARCC and use these 
guidelines to help determine which texts are viable for use on the PARCC Summative Assessments.  



Technology-Enhanced Constructed Response Template 
Complete the chart to show how _______________________________ are 
described up to paragraph ____.  Drop and drag three details in the chart. 

Details to Describe ________________________ 



Technology-Enhanced Constructed Response Template 
Drop and drag into the chart the way that _____________ responds to each event 
during _____________________.  Not every response will be used. 

How ___________ responds 

Events How 
___________________ 

Responds 



Technology-Enhanced Constructed Response Template 
Place an “x” next to three phrases that help describe the setting in column titled 
Phrases that Describe the Setting. Then select three pieces of supporting evidence in 
the column titled Evidence from “_________________________.” 

X Phrases that Describe the Setting Evidence from 
“_________________” 



Technology-Enhanced Constructed Response Template 

Think about how ______________________ and ________________________ 
communicate ideas by using different structures. 
Complete the chart by matching each structural element to the story or the poem. 
You may drop and drag some structural elements more than once. 

setting rhyme dialogue paragraphs 

rhythm stanza descriptions characters 

(story) (poem) 



Technology-Enhanced Constructed Response Template 

Select three ways the _____________ solved the problem listed in the chart. Then 
select three outcomes of the problems of the ____________________.  Complete 
the chart by dragging and dropping one phrase from the article into each box of the 
chart. 

List of phrases: 

  Problem 



Technology-Enhanced Constructed Response Template 
Compare the feelings of the narrator and _________________ in the story. Select 
one word that describes how the narrator feels and one word that describes how 
__________________ feels and drag the words into the charts labeled “Description 
of Narrator’s Feeling” and “Description of _______________ Feeling.” Then drag 
and drop one quotation that provides evidence for each description to complete the 
chart. 
Possible 
Descriptions: 

Possible 
Supporting 
Evidence: 

Description of 
Narrator’s 
Feeling 

Supporting 
Evidence for 
Narrator’s 
Feeling 

Supporting 
Evidence for 
Narrator’s 
Feeling

Supporting 
Evidence for 
____________ 
Feeling



Technology-Enhanced Constructed Response Template 
Using the list of events in the article _________________, complete the diagram to 
show a cause, its effects, and then the response. 

Cause: 

Effect 1: Effect 2: Effect 3: 

Response: 



Slide #22 – Prepare for the Vocabulary EBSRs 
 

Lesson Plans 

 

Grade 2 

 Context Clues 
 Denotation and Connotations 
 The Substitution Method 

 

Grades 3-5 

 Context Clues 
 Denotation and Connotations 
 The Substitution Method 

 

Grades 6-8 

 Context Clues 
 Denotation and Connotations 
 The Substitution Method 

 

High School 

 Context Clues 
 Denotation and Connotations 
 The Substitution Method 
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Rationale 

 Using context clues to figure out unknown words is a skill all strong readers have. 
Students should receive ample practice so that they can hone their ability to use context 
clues effectively.   
  

Goal  
 To show students how to decipher word meaning through context and provide them with the 

opportunity for independent practice. 
 

Standards 
 CCSS.L.2.4 Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and 

phrases based on grade 2 reading and content, choosing flexibly from an array of strategies. 
 CCSS.L.2.4.A Use sentence-level context as a clue to the meaning of a word or phrase. 

 
Objectives 

 Students will be able to locate context clues to help them determine the meaning of unknown 
words. 

 
Materials 

 Text: Boy, Were We Wrong About Dinosaurs, by Kathleen V. Kudlinski (one copy to read aloud) 
 Context Clues worksheet (one copy per student or pair) 

 
Procedures 

 Begin the lesson by asking the class what they do when they come across a word they don’t 
know. Students might mention, for example, looking the word up in a dictionary or ignoring the 
word and reading on. 

 Explain that skipping a word we don’t know is not a good strategy and sometimes, like when 
taking tests, we don’t have a dictionary on hand. If we skip words, we might miss an important 
point the writer is making. And when we come across the word in future readings, we still won’t 
know what the word means. One great way to figure out the meaning of unknown words is to use 
context clues. Context clues are hints in the text that help the reader understand the word. These 
clues might be found in the same sentence as the word, or they might be part of a sentence that 
comes before or after the unknown word. 

 Explain that these clues often take the following forms: 
o Synonyms or antonyms 
o An example that demonstrates the meaning of the word 
o Explanations 

 Read aloud Boy, Were We Wrong About Dinosaurs. 
 Write the following passage on the board and circle the bold word: 

 

 
Grade 2 

Lesson: Using Context Clues to Figure out 
Unknown Words 
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“Long, long ago, before people knew anything about dinosaurs, giant bones were found 
in China. Wise men who saw the bones tried to guess what sort of enormous animal 
they could have come from.” 
 

o Think aloud: “I’m not sure what ‘enormous’ means. I’m going to reread the passage 
to see if there are any clues to help me figure out the word.” 

o Say, “Let’s look at the sentence before the one where we found ‘enormous.’” Reread 
the first sentence. Emphasize “giant bones.”  

o “Maybe ‘giant bones’ is a clue to the meaning of ‘enormous.’ Animals that have 
giant bones must be pretty big creatures, so maybe ‘enormous’ means ‘very large.’ 
Let’s test this guess by replacing ‘enormous’ with ‘very large’ and see if the sentence 
still makes sense.” 

o Reread the passage with “very large” substituted for “enormous.”  
o “OK, that makes sense. So I think that ‘enormous’ means ‘very large.’” 

 Distribute the worksheet. Using the example you just went over, explain how to fill out the 
worksheet. 

 Direct students, working alone or in pairs, to complete the worksheet.  
 Spend the last few minutes of the lesson going over the answers. What words did students 

struggle with? What words did they already know or find easy to figure out? 
 
Assessment 

 On finding context clues in a text, students should be able to give you the correct 
definition of a word (in their own words) and be able to tell you what clues they used to 
find their answer. 

 
  



Name: ____________________________  Date: _______________ 
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Finding Clues to Unknown Words 
With passages from Boy, Were We Wrong About Dinosaurs!, by Kathleen V. Kudlinski 

 
Directions: Find the meaning of the word in bold by using clues in the sentence. Underline the clues that you 
find. 
 
1. “While the rest of the dinosaurs died out, somehow some of these birds survived.” 
 
Clue:  

 

Definition: 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2. “Dinosaurs were not clumsy. The sizes and shapes of their leg bones seem to show that some were as fast and graceful 
as deer.” 
 
Clue:  

 

Definition: 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
3. “We used to think that dinosaurs were cold-blooded, like snake and lizards. Cold-blooded animals need to bask in the 
sun to warm their bodies.” 
  
Clue:  

 

Definition: 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
4. “Clues in some dinosaur fossils show that their tailbones had stiff tendons inside to help hold them out straight.” 
 
Clue:  

 

Definition: 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
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ANSWER KEY 

With passages from Boy, Were We Wrong About Dinosaurs!, by Kathleen V. Kudlinski 

 
1. “While the rest of the dinosaurs died out, somehow some of these birds survived.” 
 
Clue:  Died out (antonym) 

Definition: In this context, the word means “kept living.” 

 

2. “Dinosaurs were not clumsy. The sizes and shapes of their leg bones seem to show that some were as fast and graceful 
as deer.” 
 
Clue:  fast and graceful (antonym, sentence following describes the opposite of clumsy) 

 

Definition: moving badly or awkwardly 

 
3. “We used to think that dinosaurs were cold-blooded, like snake and lizards. Cold-blooded animals need to bask in the 
sun to warm their bodies.” 
  
Clues: 1. like snakes and lizards (example) 

2. Cold-blooded animals need to bask in the sun to warm their bodies (description/explanation) 

 

Definition: having a body temperature that is similar to the temperature of the environment 

 
4. “Clues in some dinosaur fossils show that their tailbones had stiff tendons inside to help hold them out straight.” 
 
Clues: 

Stiff (description) 

To help hold them out straight (description)  

 

Definition: a tough bodily tissue that connects muscles to bone. It is enough for students to identify that it is a part of 

the body of a dinosaur that lets them hold their tails up.  
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Rationale 

 One of the ways students gain a deeper understanding of what they read is by exploring 
the denotations and connotations of the words and phrases used in character descriptions. 
In second grade, students are not expected to grasp the connotative meanings of words, 
yet they can begin to develop the understanding that words are more than just their literal 
definitions. In this lesson students will identify the meanings of words used to describe 
characters and the feelings these words suggest.   
  

Goal  
 To provide students with practice identifying denotations and connotations to better understand 

the nuances of language and character description. 
 

Standards 
 CCSS.L.2.4 Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and 

phrases based on grade 2 reading and content, choosing flexibly from an array of strategies. 
 CCSS.L.2.5 Demonstrate understanding of word relationships and nuances in word meanings. 

Objectives 
 Students will be able to identify the literal meanings of words and also the feelings those words 

imply to develop a richer understanding of characters’ personalities. 
 
Materials 

 Text: “How the Camel Got His Hump” (to be read aloud) 
 Word chart (one per pair) 
 Camel cards (five cards  per pair) 

 
Procedures 

 Distribute the word charts and camel cards. 
 Tell students that today they are going to read “How the Camel Got His Hump” by Rudyard 

Kipling and think about the words the author uses to describe the camel. (Note: “How the Camel 
Got His Hump” is a challenging text. It is a read-aloud exemplar text for grades 2-3 in CCSS 
Appendix B.) 

 Read the text aloud. Discuss and clarify any points that are unclear.  
 Say, “What is the camel like? Let’s write down some of the words and phrases the author 

uses to describe the camel.” Write the following words on the board. These words are also on 
the students’ word charts. 

o Howler (someone who complains) 
o idle 
o humph 
o snarly-yarly 

 

 
Grade 2 

Lesson: Exploring Words to 
Understand Character 
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o black and blue 
 Work on “Howler” as a class. After the class comes to an agreed upon definition of the word 

(someone who complains). As students if this word has a good (positive) or bad (negative) 
meaning to it. 

 Direct students to place a camel card next to the word on either the good side or the bad side, 
depending on what they decide as a team. 

 When students have finished deciding whether the words have good or bad connotations (they are 
all bad), ask students what they think about the camel. “What is the camel like? Is he a good 
character, or a bad character?” 
 

Assessment 
 Students should be able to determine whether the words have a positive or negative connotation. 

From your discussion, students should understand that the camel was punished for his laziness. 
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How the Camel Got His Hump 

Word Chart 

GOOD          BAD 

 

1. Howler 

 

2. idle 

 

3. humph 

 

4. ugly lump 

 

5. snarly-yarly 



© 2015 Inspired Instruction, LLC. All Rights Reserved. Page 4 
 



© 2015 Inspired Instruction, LLC. All Rights Reserved. Page 5 
 

“How the Camel Got His Hump” 
by Rudyard Kipling 

 

This is the tale of how the Camel got his big hump. 

In the beginning of years, when the world was so new and all, and the Animals 
were just beginning to work for Man, there was a Camel, and he lived in the 
middle of a Howling Desert because he did not want to work; and besides, he was 
a Howler himself. So he ate sticks and thorns and tamarisks and milkweed and 
prickles, most 'scruciating idle; and when anybody spoke to him he said 'Humph!' 
Just 'Humph!' and no more. 

Presently the Horse came to him on Monday morning, with a saddle on his back 
and a bit in his mouth, and said, 'Camel, O Camel, come out and trot like the rest of 
us.' 

'Humph!' said the Camel; and the Horse went away and told the Man. 

Presently the Dog came to him, with a stick in his mouth, and said, 'Camel, O 
Camel, come and fetch and carry like the rest of us.' 

'Humph!' said the Camel; and the Dog went away and told the Man. 

Presently the Ox came to him, with the yoke on his neck and said, 'Camel, O 
Camel, come and plough like the rest of us.' 

'Humph!' said the Camel; and the Ox went away and told the Man. 

At the end of the day the Man called the Horse and the Dog and the Ox together, 
and said, 'Three, O Three, I'm very sorry for you (with the world so new-and-all); 
but that Humph-thing in the Desert can't work, or he would have been here by now, 
so I am going to leave him alone, and you must work double-time to make up for 
it.' 

That made the Three very angry (with the world so new-and-all), and they held a 
pow-wow on the edge of the Desert; and the Camel came chewing on 
milkweed most 'scruciating idle, and laughed at them. Then he said 'Humph!' and 
went away again. 
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Presently there came along the Djinn in charge of All Deserts, rolling in a cloud of 
dust (Djinns always travel that way because it is Magic), and he stopped to pow-
pow with the Three. 

'Djinn of All Deserts,' said the Horse, 'is it right for anyone to be idle, with the 
world so new-and-all?' 

'Certainly not,' said the Djinn. 

'Well,' said the Horse, 'there's a thing in the middle of your Howling Desert (and 
he's a Howler himself) with a long neck and long legs, and he hasn't done a stroke 
of work since Monday morning. He won't trot.' 

'Whew!' said the Djinn, whistling, 'that's my Camel, for all the gold in Arabia! 
What does he say about it?' 

'He says "Humph!"' said the Dog; 'and he won't fetch and carry.' 

'Does he say anything else?' 

'Only "Humph!"; and he won't plough,' said the Ox. 

'Very good,' said the Djinn. 'I'll humph him if you will kindly wait a minute.' 

The Djinn rolled himself up in his dust-cloak, and took a bearing across the desert, 
and found the Camel most 'scruciatingly idle, looking at his own reflection in a 
pool of water. 

'My long and bubbling friend,' said the Djinn, 'what's this I hear of your doing no 
work, with the world so new-and-all?' 

'Humph!' said the Camel. 

The Djinn sat down, with his chin in his hand, and began to think a Great Magic, 
while the Camel looked at his own reflection in the pool of water. 

'You've given the Three extra work ever since Monday morning, all on account of 
your 'scruciating idleness,' said the Djinn; and he went on thinking Magics, with 
his chin in his hand. 

'Humph!' said the Camel. 
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'I shouldn't say that again if I were you,' said the Djinn; 'you might say it once too 
often. Bubbles, I want you to work.' 

And the Camel said 'Humph!' again; but no sooner had he said it than he saw his 
back, that he was so proud of, puffing up and puffing up into a great big lolloping 
humph. 

'Do you see that?' said the Djinn. 'That's your very own humph that you've brought 
upon your very own self by not working. Today is Thursday, and you've done no 
work since Monday, when the work began. Now you are going to work.' 

'How can I,' said the Camel, 'with this humph on my back?' 

'That's made a-purpose,' said the Djinn, 'all because you missed those three days. 
You will be able to work now for three days without eating, because you can live 
on your humph; and don't you ever say I never did anything for you. Come out of 
the Desert and go to the Three, and behave. Humph yourself!' 

And the Camel humphed himself, humph and all, and went away to join the Three. 
And from that day to this the Camel always wears a humph (we call it 'hump' now, 
not to hurt his feelings); but he has never yet caught up with the three days that he 
missed at the beginning of the world, and he has never yet learned how to behave. 

The Camel's hump is an ugly lump 
    Which well you may see at the Zoo; 

But uglier yet is the hump we get 
    From having too little to do. 

 
Kiddies and grown-ups too-oo-oo, 
If we haven't enough to do-oo-oo, 

        We get the hump-- 
        Cameelious hump-- 

The hump that is black and blue! 
 

We climb out of bed with a frouzly head 
    And a snarly-yarly voice. 

We shiver and scowl and we grunt and we growl 
    At our bath and our boots and our toys; 
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And there ought to be a corner for me 

(And I know there is one for you) 
        When we get the hump-- 

        Cameelious hump-- 
The hump that is black and blue! 

 
The cure for this ill is not to sit still, 
    Or frowst with a book by the fire; 

But to take a large hoe and a shovel also, 
    And dig till you gently perspire; 

 
And then you will find that the sun and the wind, 

And the Djinn of the Garden too, 
        Have lifted the hump-- 
        The horrible hump-- 

The hump that is black and blue! 
 

I get it as well as you-oo-oo-- 
If I haven't enough to do-oo-oo-- 

        We all get hump-- 
        Cameelious hump-- 

Kiddies and grown-ups too! 
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Rationale 

 The Common Core states that students should be able to use “a range of strategies” to 
determine the meanings of unknown words. The substitution method is one such strategy.   
  

Goal  
 To introduce the substitution method as a strategy for finding the meanings of unknown words. 

 
Standards 

 CCSS.L.2.4 Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and 
phrases based on grade 2 reading and content, choosing flexibly from an array of strategies. 

 CCSS.L.2.4.A Use sentence-level context as a clue to the meaning of a word or phrase. 
 

Objectives 
 Students will be able to use the substitution method to help them determine the meaning of 

unknown words. 
 
Materials 

 4 passages from Martin’s Big Words, by Doreen Rappaport, cut out as cards (one set per student 
or pair) 

 Answer cards (set of eight, one set per student or pair) 
 
Procedures 

 Explain that today the class is going to explore a way to figure out unknown words, a strategy 
called the substitution method.  

 Demonstrate the substitution method with this example: 

“They loved to go on picnics. Once, when Wilson swallowed a 
watermelon seed by accident and cried because he was afraid that a 
watermelon plant would grow inside of him, Chester swallowed one, too.” 
(from Chester’s Way, by Kevin Henkes) 

1. Write the quotation on the board, underlining the word in red. Read it slowly with the 
class, emphasizing “accident.” Then, read it again, this time saying “blank” instead of 
“accident.” 

2. Model and think aloud how you would use the substitution method to figure out the word 
“accident.” 

i. “Hmm...I’m not sure what the word ‘accident’ means. Is there a word or 
words I can think of that would make sense in place of ‘accident’?” 

 

 
Grade 2 

Lesson: Using the Substitution Method to Figure out 
Unknown Words 
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ii. Try a word that doesn’t work, like an antonym. “What if I replace ‘by accident’ 
with ‘on purpose.’” 

iii. Read your sentence with the new word. “No, that can’t be it. Why would 
Wilson be upset if he ate the watermelon seed on purpose?” 

iv. Then try something that fits. “What about ‘mistake.’” Read the quotation again 
with the new word. “That works. Wilson didn’t mean to eat the watermelon 
seed. It happened by accident.” 

v. “So ‘accident’ means ‘something that happens that you didn’t mean to 
happen.’”  

 Introduce the activity. Students will figure out unknown words by substituting another word or 
phrase that makes sense in the sentence.  

 Give each student or pair a set of cards and a set of possible answers. There are eight answer 
options. Only four are correct and each will only be used once. 

 Directions: 
1. Students read the passage. 
2. Students block out the highlighted word and reread the passage, saying “blank” in 

place of the highlighted word.  
3. Next, they look at the possible choices and identify which word or phrase would best 

substitute for the unknown word.  
4. Lastly, they must explain why their choice works. 
5. If a student gets an incorrect answer, help them to try again and guide them to 

understand why their first choice doesn’t work. 
 Reiterate that the substitution method is one way to figure out the meaning of words.  

Assessment 
 Students should be able to identify the correct substitution for the unknown vocabulary word and 

explain why their answer is correct. 

Additional Practice 
 Give students a passage from a text you are currently reading in class and have them 

apply the substitution strategy for words they don’t know.  
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Passage Cards 

Cut out the passage cards and possible answers and give one set to each student or student pair. 
All passages are from Martin’s Big Words, by Doreen Rappaport. 

“Sooner or later, all the people of the world will have to 

discover a way to live together.” 

“He said ‘together’ when others said ‘separate.’ He said 

‘peace’ when others said ‘war.’”  

“For 381 days they walked to work and school and church. 

They walked in the rain and cold and in blistering heat.” 

“Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. cared about all Americans. He 

cared about people all over the world. All people all over 

the world admired him.” 

 

 

  
really liked 

find out 

compared 

extremely hot 

know 

enjoyed 

apart 

group 
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Answer Key 

 

“Sooner or later, all the people of the world will have to discover a way to live together.” 

(Martin’s Big Words, by Doreen Rappaport) 

Answer: find out 

“He said ‘together’ when others said ‘separate.’ He said ‘peace’ when others said ‘war’ ” 

(Martin’s Big Words, by Doreen Rappaport) 

Answer: apart 

“For 381 days they walked to work and school and church. They walked in the rain and cold and 
in blistering heat.” 

(Martin’s Big Words, by Doreen Rappaport) 

Answer: extremely hot 

“Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. cared about all Americans. He cared about people all over the 
world. All people all over the world admired him.” 

(Martin’s Big Words, by Doreen Rappaport) 

Answer: really liked 

 

Distractors: 

1. know 

2. compared 

3. group 

4. enjoyed 
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Rationale 

 Using context clues to figure out unknown words is a skill all strong readers have. 
Students should receive ample practice so that they can hone their ability to use context 
clues effectively.   
  

Goal  
 To show students how to decipher word meaning through context and provide them with the 

opportunity for independent practice. 
 

Standards 
 CCSS.L.4.4 Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and 

phrases based on grade 4 reading and content, choosing flexibly from a range of strategies. 
 CCSS.L.4.4.A Use context (e.g., definitions, examples, or restatements in text) as a clue to the 

meaning of a word or phrase. 
 

Objectives 
 Students will be able to locate context clues to help them determine the meaning of unknown 

words. 
 
Materials 

 Text: “Working Dogs on the Job: How Canines Help the FBI and People” (per student) 
 Context Clues worksheet (per student or pair) 
 A highlighter or pen to mark context clues in the text. (per student) 

 
Procedures 

 Begin the lesson by asking the class what they do when they encounter a word they don’t know. 
Students might mention, for example, looking the word up in a dictionary or ignoring the word 
and reading on. 

 Explain that skipping a word we don’t know is not a good strategy and sometimes, like when 
taking tests, we don’t have a dictionary on hand. If we skip words, we might miss an important 
point in the article. And when we come across the word in future readings, we still won’t know 
what the word means. One great way to figure out the meaning of unknown words is to use 
context clues. Context clues are hints in the text that help the reader understand the word. These 
clues might be found in the same sentence as the word, or they might be part of a sentence that 
comes before or after the unknown word. 

 Explain that these clues often take the following forms: 
o Synonyms or antonyms 
o An example that demonstrates the meaning of the word 
o Explanations 

 Distribute the text and the worksheet and ask students to read the text independently. 

 

 
Grades 3–5 

Lesson: Using Context Clues to Figure out 
Unknown Words 
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 Walk through figuring out the first bolded word in the article:  
o Reread the first sentence aloud and emphasize the word “astonishing.” 
o Think aloud: “I’m not sure what ‘astonishing’ means. I’m going to read the first 

paragraph again to see if there are any clues to help me figure out the word.” 
o Direct students to write “astonishing” at the top of the column labeled “Unknown 

Words.” 
o Read the first paragraph out loud. Then say, “Let’s look at the sentence following the 

one where we found ‘astonishing.’” Reread the second sentence. “The author writes 
that these dogs can do ‘amazing things.’ Maybe ‘amazing things’ is a clue to the 
meaning of ‘astonishing.’ The second sentence seems to be telling us why these dogs 
are ‘astonishing.’ I think ‘amazing’ is a synonym for ‘astonishing.’ Let’s replace the 
word ‘astonishing’ with ‘amazing’ to check if that makes sense.” 

o Reread the first paragraph. “OK, that makes sense. In the column titled “Clues” on 
your worksheet, write down “amazing things.” In the definition column, write down 
the meaning of ‘astonishing’ in your own words.” 

 Direct students to return to the text and note all the words that are in bold. Explain that they’ll use 
context clues to figure out these words. 

 Direct students, working alone or in pairs, to complete the worksheet by going through the article 
to find context clues and definitions for the bolded words.  

 Spend the last few minutes of the lesson going over the answers. What words did students 
struggle with? What words did they already know or find easy to figure out? 

 If there is extra time, students can also go back through the article and circle other words they 
don’t know and use the same strategy to figure them out. 

 
Assessment 

 On finding context clues in a text, students should be able to give you the correct 
definition of a word (in their own words) and be able to tell you what clues they used to 
find their answer. 
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Working Dogs on the Job: How Canines Help the FBI and People 
from FBI.gov 

 

 
Working dogs are astonishing animals. They are specially trained to do amazing 

things. The FBI uses trained working dogs for multiple tasks.  

 

A dog can use all of his or her senses, like hearing, seeing, and smelling to find a 

specific person or thing. A handler, the dog's human partner, teaches the dog what 

to track, but this requires much training. The handler teaches the dog to find 

things in all kinds of weird places like trees, woods, fields, suitcases, cars, streets, 

closets, rubble, and even under water or snow. They search cars, trucks, airplanes, 

houses and apartments. They almost always find what they are looking for. 

 

Therapy dogs provide comfort and joy to people in many different situations. 

Some dogs visit people in nursing homes, hospitals, children’s shelters, and many 

other places. Their job is to give and receive love. They get lots of hugs and pats, 

give kisses, or just make people happy. Therapy dogs have to pass many tests to 

prove they will listen to their handlers, that they have good manners, are obedient 

in public, and that they love people.  

 

Search and rescue dogs are used anytime there is a crime or a disaster, like an 

earthquake. These dogs work hard to rescue people who are trapped or lost. They 

also track people who have committed crimes and fled. The dogs' noses are so 

sensitive that they are almost always able to find what they are looking for, even if 

it's underground or under water. They can find victims buried under rubble or 

track people who are missing.  



Name: ____________________________  Date: _______________ 
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Finding Clues to Unknown Words 

Unknown Word Clues Definition 
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Rationale 

 One of the ways students gain a deeper understanding of what they read is by exploring 
the denotations (definitions) and connotations (associations) of the words and phrases 
used in character descriptions. This lesson will present an activity to promote students’ 
abilities to decipher denotations and connotations.   
  

Goal  
 To provide students with practice identifying denotations and connotations to better understand 

the nuances of language and character description. 
 

Standards 
 CCSS.RL.4.4 Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including 

those that allude to significant characters found in mythology (e.g., Herculean). 
 CCSS.L.4.4 Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and 

phrases based on grade 4 reading and content, choosing flexibly from a range of strategies. 
 CCSS.L.4.4.A Use context (e.g., definitions, examples, or restatements in text) as a clue to the 

meaning of a word or phrase. 
 CCSS.L.4.5 Demonstrate understanding of figurative language, word relationships, and nuances 

in word meanings. 
 CCSS.L.4.5.C Demonstrate understanding of words by relating them to their opposites 

(antonyms) and to words with similar but not identical meanings (synonyms). 
 

Objectives 
 Students will be able to identify denotations and connotations of words to develop a richer 

understanding of characters’ personalities. 
 
Materials 

 Text: “The Whale Story” excerpt (one per student) 
 Meanings/Feelings T-Chart (one per group) 
 Online or Print Dictionary 

 
Procedures 

 Form students into groups of four (or less). Give each student a copy of the text and each group a 
T-chart. 

 Tell students that today they are going to read part of a story about a talking whale who tells a 
young boy about its life. (The full story is available from Project 
Gutenberg: http://www.gutenberg.org/files/27567/27567-h/27567-h.htm#Page_178.)  

 Explain that the class is not only going to think about the meanings of these words but also the 
feelings that come along with these words.  

 Read the text aloud. Discuss and clarify any points that are unclear. 

 

 
Grades 3–5 

Lesson: Using the Meanings and Feelings of Words 
to Understand Character 

http://www.gutenberg.org/files/27567/27567-h/27567-h.htm#Page_178
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 Go over the example given on the T-Chart. 
 Direct students to read the text again in their groups.  
 Next, using their T-Charts, students will work through the highlighted words and phrases, doing 

as many as they have time for. Students will discuss the words in their group and then write the 
literal meanings in the left column and the feelings associated with the words in the right column 
You can prompt them with possible options, such as good/bad, positive/negative, mean/kind, 
happy/sad, etc. They can verify their denotations in a dictionary if necessary.  

 Ask students to think about what these descriptions show about the character. 
 As a class or in groups, have students discuss: “What is the whale like” and “What is Freddy 

like?” 
 

Assessment 
 T-Charts should accurately describe the meanings and associated feelings of the words identified. 

Students should also be able to express their explanations orally. 
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Group Name:_________________________________  Date:___________________ 

Meanings Feelings 
 

Example: “poor old whale” 
poor: worthy of pity 
old: alive for a long time 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Example: “poor old whale” 
Feelings: sad, sorry.  
Freddy feels sorry for the whale. He wonders 
what happened to the whale when it was alive. 
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The Whale’s Story (excerpt) 

by Louisa May Alcott 
 

Freddy sat thinking on the seat under the trees. It was a wide, white seat, about four feet long, sloping 
from the sides to the middle, something like a swing; and was not only comfortable but curious, for it was 
made of a whale's bone. Freddy often sat there, and thought about it for he was very much interested in it, 
and nobody could tell him anything of it, except that it had been there a long time. 

"Poor old whale, I wonder how you got here, where you came from, and if you were a good and happy 
creature while you lived," said Freddy, patting the old bone with his little hand. 

It gave a great creak; and a sudden gust of air stirred the trees, as if some monster groaned and sighed. 
Then Freddy heard a strange voice, very loud, yet cracked, as if someone tried to talk with a broken 
jaw. 

"Freddy ahoy!" called the big voice. "I'll tell you all about it; for you are the only person who ever pitied 
me, or cared to know anything about me." 

"Why, can you talk?" asked Freddy, very much astonished and a little frightened. 

"Of course I can, for this is a part of my jaw-bone. I should talk better if my whole mouth was here; but 
I'm afraid my voice would then be so loud you wouldn't be able to hear it. I don't think anyone but you 
would understand me, anyway. It isn't every one that can, you know; but you are a thoughtful little chap, 
with a lively fancy as well as a kind heart, so you shall hear my story." 

"Thank you, I should like it very much, if you would please to speak a little lower, and not sigh; for your 
voice almost stuns me, and your breath nearly blows me away," said Freddy. 

"I'll try: but it's hard to suit my tone to such a mite, or to help groaning when I think of my sad fate; 
though I deserve it, perhaps," said the bone, more gently. 

"Were you a naughty whale?" asked Freddy. 

"I was proud, very proud, and foolish; and so I suffered for it. I dare say you know a good deal about 
us. I see you reading often, and you seem a sensible child." 

"No: I haven't read about you yet, and I only know that you are the biggest fish there is," replied Freddy. 

The bone creaked and shook, as if it was laughing, and said in a tone that showed it hadn't got over its 
pride yet: 

"You're wrong there, my dear; we are not fishes at all, though people have called us so for a long time. 
We can't live without air; we have warm, red blood; and we don't lay eggs,—so we are not fishes. We 
certainly are the biggest creatures in the sea and out of it. Why, bless you! some of us are nearly a 
hundred feet long; our tails alone are fifteen or twenty feet wide; the biggest of us weigh five hundred 
thousand pounds, and have in them the fat, bone, and muscle of a thousand cattle. The lower jaw of one of 
my family made an arch large enough for a man on horseback to ride under easily, and my cousins of the 
sperm-family usually yield eighty barrels of oil." 

"Gracious me, what monsters you are!" cried Freddy, taking a long breath, while his eyes got bigger 
and bigger as he listened. 

Color Key 
 
Freddy  The Whale 
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Rationale 

 The Common Core states that students should be able to use “a range of strategies” to 
determine the meanings of unknown words. The substitution method is one such strategy.   
  

Goal  
 To introduce the substitution method as a strategy for finding the meanings of unknown words. 

 
Standards 

 CCSS.L.4.4 Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and 
phrases based on grade 4 reading and content, choosing flexibly from a range of strategies. 

 CCSS.L.4.4.A Use context (e.g., definitions, examples, or restatements in text) as a clue to the 
meaning of a word or phrase. 
 

Objectives 
 Students will be able to use the substitution method to help them determine the meaning of 

unknown words. 
 
Materials 

 4 passages from The Secret Garden, by Francis Hodgson Burnett, cut out as cards (one set per 
student or pair) 

 Answer cards (set of eight, one set per student or pair) 
 
Procedures 

 Explain that today the class is going to explore a way to figure out unknown words, a strategy 
called the substitution method.  

 Demonstrate the substitution method with this example: 

“As I have said before, she was not a child who had been trained to ask 
permission or consult her elders about things. All she thought about the key was 
that if it was the key to the closed garden, and she could find out where the door 
was, she could perhaps open it and see what was inside the walls, and what had 
happened to the old rose-trees.” (from The Secret Garden, by Francis Hodgson 
Burnett) 

1. Write the quotation on the board, underlining the word in red. Read it slowly with the 
class, emphasizing “consult.” Then, read it again, this time saying “blank” instead of 
“consult.” 

2. Model and think aloud how you would use the substitution method to figure out the word 
“consult.” 

 

 
Grades 3–5 

Lesson: Using the Substitution Method to Figure out 
Unknown Words 
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i. “Hmm...I’m not sure what the word ‘consult’ means. Is there a word or 
words I can think of that would make sense in place of ‘consult’?” 

ii. Try a word or phrase that doesn’t work. “What if I replace ‘consult’ with 
‘argue with.’” 

iii. Read your sentence with the new word. “No, that can’t be it. Let’s look at the 
rest of the passage and see if what it says will help us figure out this word.”  

iv. The sentence says that the character was never taught to ‘ask permission’ 
from her elders.” (Make sure students are clear on the word “elders.”) “So,  
‘consult’ seems to have something to do with asking an older person, like a 
parent, for something. 

v. Then try something that fits. “What about ‘ask for advice.’” Read the passage 
again with the new word. “That works. The character was never taught to ask 
for permission or advice from her elders.” [Note: The character, Mary 
Lennox, was orphaned as a young girl. When her parents were alive, they 
neglected her. Therefore, she never came to rely on her parents or “elders” for 
guidance.] 

vi. “So ‘consult’ means ‘to ask for advice.’”  
 Introduce the activity. Students will figure out unknown words by substituting another word or 

phrase that makes sense in the sentence.  
 Give each student or pair a set of cards and a set of possible answers. There are eight answer 

options. Only four are correct and each will only be used once. 
 Directions: 

1. Students read the passage. 
2. Students block out the highlighted word and reread the passage, saying “blank” in 

place of the highlighted word.  
3. Next, they look at the possible choices and identify which word or phrase would best 

substitute for the unknown word.  
4. Lastly, they must explain why their choice works. 
5. If a student gets an incorrect answer, help them to try again and guide them to 

understand why their first choice doesn’t work. 
 Reiterate that the substitution method is one way to figure out the meaning of words.  

Assessment 
 Students should be able to identify the correct substitution for the unknown vocabulary word and 

explain why their answer is correct. 

Additional Practice 
 Give students a passage from a text you are currently reading in class and have them 

apply the substitution strategy for words they don’t know.  
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Passage Cards 

Cut out the passage cards and possible answers and give one set to each student or student pair. 
All passages are from The Secret Garden, by Francis Hodgson Burnett. 

“Martha stared at her a moment curiously before she took up her polishing 
brush and began to rub the grate again. She was thinking that the small 
plain face did not look quite as sour at this moment as it had done the first 
morning she saw it. It looked just a   trifle   like little Susan Ann's when she 
wanted something very much.” 

“‘What does that mean?’ asked Mary seriously. In India the natives spoke 
different dialects which only a few people understood, so she was not 
surprised when Martha used words she did not know.” 

“The rainstorm had ended and the gray mist and clouds had been swept 
away in the night by the wind. The wind itself had ceased and a brilliant, 
deep blue sky arched high over the moorland.” 

“She put the key in her pocket and walked up and down her walk. No one 
but herself ever seemed to come there, so she could walk slowly and look 
at the wall, or, rather, at the ivy growing on it. The ivy was the baffling 
thing. Howsoever carefully she looked she could see nothing but thickly 
growing, glossy, dark green leaves.”  

 

 

  

little 

versions of a 
language 

speeches 

mysterious confusing 

stopped 

grown 

kind 
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Answer Key 

 

“Martha stared at her a moment curiously before she took up her polishing brush and began to 
rub the grate again. She was thinking that the small plain face did not look quite as sour at this 
moment as it had done the first morning she saw it. It looked just a trifle like little Susan Ann's 
when she wanted something very much.” 
Answer: little bit 
“‘What does that mean?’ asked Mary seriously. In India the natives spoke different dialects 
which only a few people understood, so she was not surprised when Martha used words she did 
not know.” 
Answer: versions of the language 
“The rainstorm had ended and the gray mist and clouds had been swept away in the night by the 
wind. The wind itself had ceased and a brilliant, deep blue sky arched high over the moorland.”  
Answer: stopped 
“She put the key in her pocket and walked up and down her walk. No one but herself ever 
seemed to come there, so she could walk slowly and look at the wall, or, rather, at the ivy 
growing on it. The ivy was the baffling thing. Howsoever carefully she looked she could see 
nothing but thickly growing, glossy, dark green leaves.” 
Answer: confusing 
 

Distractors: 

1. mysterious 

2. speeches 

3. grown 

4. kind 
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Rationale 

 Using context clues to figure out unknown words is a skill all strong readers have. 
Students should receive ample practice so that they can hone their ability to use context 
clues effectively.   
  

Goal  
 To show students how to decipher word meaning through context and provide them with the 

opportunity for independent practice. 
 

Standards 
 CCSS.L.7.4 Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and 

phrases based on grade 7 reading and content, choosing flexibly from a range of strategies. 
 CCSS.L.7.4.A Use context (e.g., the overall meaning of a sentence or paragraph; a word's 

position or function in a sentence) as a clue to the meaning of a word or phrase. 
 CCSS.L.7.4.D Verify the preliminary determination of the meaning of a word or phrase (e.g., by 

checking the inferred meaning in context or in a dictionary). 
 CCSS.L.7.5 Demonstrate understanding of figurative language, word relationships, and nuances 

in word meanings. 
 

Objectives 
 Students will be able to locate context clues to help them determine the meaning of unknown 

words. 
 
Materials 

 Text: “Rust Villages of the Deep” (one copy per student) 
 Context Clues worksheet (one copy per student) 

 
Procedures 

 Begin the lesson by asking the class what they do when they encounter a word they don’t know.  
 Explain that one great way to figure out the meaning of unknown words is to use context clues. 

Context clues are hints in the text that help the reader understand the word. These clues might be 
found in the same sentence as the word, they might be part of a sentence that comes before or 
after the unknown word, or we might have to infer the meaning based on the paragraph its part of, 
or even the whole passage. 

 Explain that context clues include synonyms or antonyms, examples that demonstrate the 
meaning of the word, or explanations, but these are not always present. Especially in higher level 
texts, we often have to infer the meaning of unknown words by first making sure we understand 
the gist of the paragraph and sentence as a whole, and then use that knowledge to home in on the 
word we don’t know. 

 Distribute the text and the worksheet and ask students to read the text independently. 

 

 
Grades 6–8 

Lesson: Using Context Clues to Figure out 
Unknown Words 



© 2015 Inspired Instruction, LLC. All Rights Reserved.   Page 2 
 

 Walk through figuring out the first bold word in the article: “Pele” (n.) (Note: “Pele” is 
pronounced pay lay or pel lay) 

o Reread the first paragraph aloud and emphasize the word “pele” each time it appears. 
o Direct students to write “pele” at the top of the column labeled “Unknown Words.” 
o Think aloud: “‘Pele’ seems to mean a couple things in this article. I’m going to read 

the first paragraph again to see if there are any clues to help me figure out the 
word.” Read the first paragraph. “Pele is mentioned four times in this short 
paragraph, so let’s look at each time it is mentioned.” Indicate and explain the 
instances: 

1. “Her name brings visions of fire, lightning, wind—and volcanoes.” 
2. Hawaiian goddess/the “lady in the red dress” 
3. Pele means “molten lava” in Hawaiian 
4. “Pele’s tears” are volcanic eruptions 

o “So we can tell from these descriptions that Pele is a goddess in Hawaiian 
mythology, the word also means ‘lava,’ and Hawaiians use the symbol ‘Pele’s tears’ 
to represent eruptions.”  

o  “Write down the clues we used and explain in a few words what they tell us about 
the word. In the definition column, write down the meanings of ‘pele’ in your own 
words.” 

 Direct students to return to the text and note all the words that are in bold. Explain that they’ll use 
context clues to figure out these words. 

 Direct students to complete the worksheet by going through the article to find context clues for 
the bolded words. They can pick any five to work on. 

 When students identify the context clues, they should record how the clues help them understand 
the word, and then down the definition in their own words (No dictionaries).  

 Spend the last few minutes of the lesson going over the answers. What words did students 
struggle with? What words did they already know or find easy to figure out? 

 If there is extra time, students can try to figure out other words they don’t know in the article. 
 
Assessment 

 On finding context clues in a text, students should be able to give you the correct 
definition of a word (in their own words) and indicate what clues they used to find their 
answer. 
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Rust Villages of the Deep 
by Cheryl Dybas, National Science Foundation 

 

Pele. Her name brings visions of fire, lightning, wind--and volcanoes. Of the ancient Hawaiian goddesses, 
Pele, the “lady in the red dress,” is the best known. Locals believe that her powers formed Hawaii's chain 
of volcanic islands. The word pele means “molten lava” in Hawaiian. Volcanic eruptions, or “Pele's 
tears,” it's said, are her way of expressing red-hot emotions. Science may offer another explanation. 

The island volcanoes of Hawaii are the most recent evidence, researchers say, of an ancient process that 
created the 3,700-mile-long Hawaiian-Emperor Seamount Chain. It's what goes on at the base of that 
chain, hidden in the depths of the Pacific Ocean, that interests marine ecologists David Emerson of the 
Bigelow Laboratory for Ocean Sciences in East Boothbay, Maine, Craig Moyer of Western Washington 
University, and Clara Chan of the University of Delaware. What the scientists found there is "Pele red" in 
color: Iron oxide, or rust, come to life. 

VILLAGES OF RUST IN THE SEA'S DEPTHS 

Along the Hawaiian-Emperor Seamount Chain at Loihi Seamount—an active submarine volcano 22 miles 
off the coast of the island of Hawaii and 3,000 feet below sea level—the biologists are conducting 
research on Zetaproteobacteria, life forms that use iron as an energy source. Zetaproteobacteria form 
iron-rich microbial mats on Loihi's flanks. 

Hydrothermal vents, seafloor geysers that support microbial oases, line Loihi's summit. The hot fluids 
spewing from the vents contain high levels of iron, turning Loihi's underwater slopes an unusual, and 
characteristic, orange-red. This iron-rich cauldron is a perfect environment for Zetaproteobacteria. "Iron 
is the fourth most abundant element in Earth's crust," says Emerson, "and is essential for life. For 
example, iron is the oxygen-carrying component of hemoglobin in blood." What's less known about iron, 
he says, "is that it can support the growth of an array of microbes." 

Zetaproteobacteria are the dominant bacteria in Loihi's iron-rich microbial mats. They're rarely found in 
other deep-sea or marine habitats, suggesting that they might be restricted to niches where iron is 
abundant. Recent discoveries have expanded their range, however, and that of their distant relatives to 
deep within the ocean crust, iron deposits in salt marshes, and to the corrosion on steel. "They're more 
cosmopolitan than anyone realized," says Emerson. In freshwater, their kin are found in roadside ditches, 
slow-moving streams, wetlands, and on the roots of submerged plants.  "One indicator of their presence 
is a metallic sheen on the water, which is sometimes mistaken for an oil slick," says Emerson. A closer 
look reveals a mat of iron-oxidizing bacteria with linking, filament-like structures. They form an intricate 
miniature ecosystem, Emerson says. 

IT TAKES A VILLAGE...OF BACTERIA 

"We don't usually think of bacteria as villages," he maintains. "For the Zetaproteobacteria that live at 
Loihi, that might be a good analogy, though. What they do with rust is remarkable." These undersea 
designers fashion "skyscrapers," spires and highways of iron oxide filaments woven together. 
"Zetaproteobacteria are the ultimate in sustainable architects," says Chan. "They recycle rusty minerals 
into building blocks." With funding from the National Science Foundation (NSF), Emerson, Chan and 
Moyer are exploring the rust villages to learn the roles of their bacterial builders.  
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"These bacteria are a rare life form that derives energy out of iron oxidation, that is, they sustain 
themselves by turning iron into rust," says Anton Post, program director in NSF's Division of Ocean 
Sciences. The scientists are also interested in other species that may live side-by-side with 
Zetaproteobacteria, how the inhabitants all work together, and how the interaction of life and minerals 
contributes to a rust village. "One of the fates of the microbial mat ecosystems," Emerson says, "is that 
they eventually turn into iron-rich stone." Another is that the iron oxides the bacteria produce are widely 
dispersed in the ocean, where they're an iron source for plankton and other marine life. 

ZETAS TO THE RESCUE? 

Zetaproteobacteria colonize steel exposed to seawater, where they foster the release of iron from the 
steel's surface. Water treatment managers view the bacteria's relatives as nuisances that clog wells, foul 
and corrode pipelines, and lead to unsightly red water. But now the Zetas' and their freshwater cousins' 
beneficial sides are coming to light.  

The iron oxides they produce can act as filters, removing toxic metals like arsenic, lead and cadmium. 
The rust Zetas form also gets rid of pollutants such as pesticides, as well as nutrients like phosphorus that 
lead to overgrowth of algae in waterways. The influence of Zetaproteobacteria may be far-reaching, 
spilling well beyond ocean depths. 

  



Name: ____________________________  Date: _______________ 
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Context Clues 

Unknown Word Clues and Explanation Definition 
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Rationale 

 One of the ways students gain a deeper understanding of what they read is by exploring 
the denotations and connotations of the words and phrases used in character descriptions. 
This lesson will present an activity to promote students’ abilities to decipher denotations 
and connotations.   
  

Goal  
 To provide students with practice identifying denotations and connotations to better understand 

the nuances of language and character description. 
 

Standards 
 CCSS.RL.7.4 Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including 

figurative and connotative meanings; analyze the impact of rhymes and other repetitions of 
sounds (e.g., alliteration) on a specific verse or stanza of a poem or section of a story or drama. 

 CCSS.L.7.4 Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and 
phrases based on grade 7 reading and content, choosing flexibly from a range of strategies. 

 CCSS.L.7.4.A Use context (e.g., the overall meaning of a sentence or paragraph; a word's 
position or function in a sentence) as a clue to the meaning of a word or phrase. 

 CCSS.L.7.5 Demonstrate understanding of figurative language, word relationships, and nuances 
in word meanings. 

 CCSS.L.7.5.C Distinguish among the connotations (associations) of words with similar 
denotations (definitions) (e.g., refined, respectful, polite, diplomatic, condescending). 
 

Objectives 
 Students will be able to identify denotations and connotations of words to develop a richer 

understanding of characters’ personalities. 
 
Materials 

 Text: Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl excerpt (one per student) 
 Denotation/Connotation T-Chart (one per student) 
 Online or Print Dictionary 

 
Procedures 

 Distribute the text and T-chart. 
 Tell students that today they are going to read an excerpt from a text and focus on the words the 

author uses to describe a character. We’re going to look at not only the denotations of words, or 
dictionary definitions, but the connotations of words, or the ideas or qualities that those words 
imply.  

 Read the text aloud, or call on volunteers. Discuss and clarify any points that are unclear. 

 

 
Grades 6–8 

Lesson: Using Denotations and Connotations 
to Understand Character 
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 Direct students to read the text again to themselves and this time, highlight any character 
descriptions they come across. 

 Go over the example given on the T-Chart. Note this example elaborates further than students 
will be expected to do. For each column, students need only to write the words and their 
meanings for each column (Extra information is marked in red on the T-Chart). 

 Next, using their T-Charts, students will work through the words they highlighted, doing as many 
as they have time for. Students first write the word in the “Denotations” column along with its 
definition. They can verify their denotations in a dictionary if necessary. Next, they write the 
word in the “Connotations” column, along with the feelings and implications of the word. 

 Direct students to think about what these descriptions reveal about the character. 
 Have students write a short paragraph describing the character based on what was learned in this 

activity. The writing should address the question: What do the descriptions reveal about the 
character? 

 To wrap up, call on volunteers to read their paragraphs, or hold a discussion where everyone 
contributes to illuminate how the character is described. 
 

Assessment 
 T-Charts should clearly and accurately describe the words identified. Students should also be able 

to express their explanations orally. Student writing should cite evidence that supports logical 
inferences about the word choice.   
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Name:_________________________________   Date:___________________ 

Denotations Connotations 
 

“happy childhood had passed away” 
 

happy: feeling good 
passed away: ended 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
“happy childhood had passed away” 
 
happy: innocent (before she realized the evils 
of slavery) 
passed away: died (suggests a dark end to the 
happiness in her life) 
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Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (excerpt from Chapter 1) 

by Harriet Jacobs 

I was born a slave; but I never knew it till six years of happy childhood had passed away. My 
father was a carpenter, and considered so intelligent and skillful in his trade, that, when buildings 
out of the common line were to be erected, he was sent for from long distances, to be head 
workman. On condition of paying his mistress two hundred dollars a year, and supporting 
himself, he was allowed to work at his trade, and manage his own affairs. His strongest wish was 
to purchase his children; but, though he several times offered his hard earnings for that purpose, 
he never succeeded. In complexion my parents were a light shade of brownish yellow, and were 
termed mulattoes. They lived together in a comfortable home; and, though we were all slaves, I 
was so fondly shielded that I never dreamed I was a piece of merchandise, trusted to them for 
safe keeping, and liable to be demanded of them at any moment. I had one brother, William, who 
was two years younger than myself—a bright, affectionate child. I had also a great treasure in my 
maternal grandmother, who was a remarkable woman in many respects. She was the daughter of 
a planter in South Carolina, who, at his death, left her mother and his three children free, with 
money to go to St. Augustine, where they had relatives. It was during the Revolutionary War; 
and they were captured on their passage, carried back, and sold to different purchasers. Such was 
the story my grandmother used to tell me; but I do not remember all the particulars. She was a 
little girl when she was captured and sold to the keeper of a large hotel. I have often heard her 
tell how hard she fared during childhood. But as she grew older she evinced so much 
intelligence, and was so faithful, that her master and mistress could not help seeing it was for 
their interest to take care of such a valuable piece of property. She became an indispensable 
personage in the household, officiating in all capacities, from cook and wet nurse to seamstress. 
She was much praised for her cooking; and her nice crackers became so famous in the 
neighborhood that many people were desirous of obtaining them. In consequence of numerous 
requests of this kind, she asked permission of her mistress to bake crackers at night, after all the 
household work was done; and she obtained leave to do it, provided she would clothe herself and 
her children from the profits. Upon these terms, after working hard all day for her mistress, she 
began her midnight bakings, assisted by her two oldest children. The business proved profitable; 
and each year she laid by a little, which was saved for a fund to purchase her children. Her 
master died, and the property was divided among his heirs. The widow had her dower in the 
hotel which she continued to keep open. My grandmother remained in her service as a slave; but 
her children were divided among her master's children. As she had five, Benjamin, the youngest 
one, was sold, in order that each heir might have an equal portion of dollars and cents. There was 
so little difference in our ages that he seemed more like my brother than my uncle. He was a 
bright, handsome lad, nearly white; for he inherited the complexion my grandmother had derived 
from Anglo-Saxon ancestors. Though only ten years old, seven hundred and twenty dollars were 
paid for him. His sale was a terrible blow to my grandmother, but she was naturally hopeful, and 
she went to work with renewed energy, trusting in time to be able to purchase some of her 
children. She had laid up three hundred dollars, which her mistress one day begged as a loan, 
promising to pay her soon. The reader probably knows that no promise or writing given to a 
slave is legally binding; for, according to Southern laws, a slave, being property, can hold no 
property. When my grandmother lent her hard earnings to her mistress, she trusted solely to her 
honor. The honor of a slaveholder to a slave! 
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To this good grandmother I was indebted for many comforts. My brother Willie and I often 
received portions of the crackers, cakes, and preserves, she made to sell; and after we ceased to 
be children we were indebted to her for many more important services. 

Such were the unusually fortunate circumstances of my early childhood. When I was six years 
old, my mother died; and then, for the first time, I learned, by the talk around me, that I was a 
slave. My mother's mistress was the daughter of my grandmother's mistress. She was the foster 
sister of my mother; they were both nourished at my grandmother's breast. In fact, my mother 
had been weaned at three months old, that the babe of the mistress might obtain sufficient food. 
They played together as children; and, when they became women, my mother was a most faithful 
servant to her whiter foster sister. On her death-bed her mistress promised that her children 
should never suffer for anything; and during her lifetime she kept her word. They all spoke 
kindly of my dead mother, who had been a slave merely in name, but in nature was noble and 
womanly. I grieved for her, and my young mind was troubled with the thought who would now 
take care of me and my little brother. I was told that my home was now to be with her mistress; 
and I found it a happy one. No toilsome or disagreeable duties were imposed on me. My mistress 
was so kind to me that I was always glad to do her bidding, and proud to labor for her as much as 
my young years would permit. I would sit by her side for hours, sewing diligently, with a heart 
as free from care as that of any free-born white child. When she thought I was tired, she would 
send me out to run and jump; and away I bounded, to gather berries or flowers to decorate her 
room. Those were happy days—too happy to last. The slave child had no thought for the 
morrow; but there came that blight, which too surely waits on every human being born to be a 
chattel. 
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Rationale 

 The Common Core states that students should be able to use “a range of strategies” to 
determine the meanings of unknown words. The substitution method is one such strategy.   
  

Goal  
 To introduce the substitution method as a strategy for finding the meanings of unknown words. 

 
Standards 

 CCSS.L.7.4 Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and 
phrases based on grade 7 reading and content, choosing flexibly from a range of strategies. 

 CCSS.L.7.4.A Use context (e.g., the overall meaning of a sentence or paragraph; a word's 
position or function in a sentence) as a clue to the meaning of a word or phrase. 

 CCSS.L.7.4.D Verify the preliminary determination of the meaning of a word or phrase (e.g., by 
checking the inferred meaning in context or in a dictionary). 

Objectives 
 Students will be able to use the substitution method to help them determine the meaning of 

unknown words. 
 
Materials 

 4 passages from The Sea Wolf, by Jack London, cut out as cards (one set per student) 
 Answer cards (set of eight, one set per student) 

 
Procedures 

 Explain that today the class is going to explore a way to figure out unknown words, a strategy 
called the substitution method.  

 Demonstrate the substitution method with this example: 
 

“Our paddle-wheels stopped, their pulsing beat died away, and then they started again. 
The shrill little whistle, like the chirping of a cricket amid the cries of great beasts, shot 
through the fog from more to the side and swiftly grew faint and fainter. I looked to my 
companion for enlightenment.” (The Sea Wolf, by Jack London) 
 

1. Write the quotation on the board, underlining the word in red. Read it slowly with the 
class, emphasizing “shrill.” Then, read it again, this time saying “blank” instead of 
“shrill.” 

2. Model and think aloud how you would use the substitution method to figure out the word 
“shrill.” 

 

 
Grades 6–8 

Lesson: Using the Substitution Method to Figure out 
Unknown Words 
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i. “Hmm...I’m not sure what the word ‘shrill’ means. Is there a word or words 
I can think of that would make sense in place of ‘shrill’?”  

ii. Try a word that doesn’t work. “What if I replace ‘shrill’ with ‘thin.’”  
iii. Read your sentence with the new phrase and explain why it’s wrong. “No, that 

can’t be it. The author is using the word ‘shrill’ to describe a sound of a 
whistle. What do whistles sound like? The author compares the sound to the 
one that crickets make. What sound do crickets make? 

iv. Then try something that fits. “What about ‘high pitched.’” Read the quotation 
again with the new word. “That works. We know that both whistles and 
crickets make high pitched sounds. So ‘shrill’ means ‘high-pitched’”  

 Introduce the activity. Students will figure out unknown words by substituting another word or 
phrase that makes sense in the sentence.  

 Give each student a set of cards and a set of possible answers. There are eight answer options. 
Only four are correct and each will only be used once. 

 Directions: 
1. Students read the passage. 
2. Students block out the highlighted word and reread the passage, saying “blank” in 

place of the highlighted word.  
3. Next, they look at the possible choices and identify which word or phrase would best 

substitute for the unknown word.  
4. Lastly, they must explain why their choice works. 
5. If a student gets an incorrect answer, help them to try again and guide them to 

understand why their first choice doesn’t work. 
 Reiterate that the substitution method is one way to figure out the meaning of words.  

Assessment 
 Students should be able to identify the correct substitution for the unknown vocabulary word and 

explain why their answer is correct. 

Additional Practice 
 Give students a passage from a text you are currently reading in class and have them 

apply the substitution strategy for words they don’t know.  
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Passage Cards 

Cut out the passage cards and possible answers and give one set to each student. All passages are 
from The Sea Wolf, by Jack London. 

“I had taken a dislike to him at first, and as he helped to dress me this dislike 
increased.  There was something     repulsive     about his touch.  I shrank from his 
hand; my flesh revolted.  And between this and the smells arising from various 
pots boiling and bubbling on the galley fire, I was in haste to get out into the fresh 
air.” 

“Having completed my     survey     of the horizon, I turned to my more immediate 
surroundings.  My first thought was that a man who had come through a collision 
and rubbed shoulders with death merited more attention than I received.  Beyond a 
sailor at the wheel who stared curiously across the top of the cabin, I attracted no 
notice whatever.” 

“The cook stuck his head out of the galley door and grinned encouragingly at me, 
at the same time jerking his thumb in the direction of the man who paced up and 
down by the hatchway.  Thus I was given to understand that he was the captain, the 
“Old Man,” in the cook’s    vernacular   , the individual whom I must interview 
and put to the trouble of somehow getting me ashore.” 

“Wolf Larsen did not laugh, though his grey eyes lighted with a slight      glint      
of amusement; and in that moment, having stepped forward quite close to him, I 
received my first impression of the man himself.”  

 

 

  
manners 

shine 

very disgusting 

question 

sense 

scan 

insulting 

way of speaking 
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Answer Key 

 

 
“I had taken a dislike to him at first, and as he helped to dress me this dislike increased.  There 
was something repulsive about his touch.  I shrank from his hand; my flesh revolted.  And 
between this and the smells arising from various pots boiling and bubbling on the galley fire, I 
was in haste to get out into the fresh air.” 
Answer: very disgusting 
 
 
“Having completed my survey of the horizon, I turned to my more immediate surroundings.  My 
first thought was that a man who had come through a collision and rubbed shoulders with death 
merited more attention than I received.  Beyond a sailor at the wheel who stared curiously across 
the top of the cabin, I attracted no notice whatever.” 
Answer: scan 
 
 
“The cook stuck his head out of the galley door and grinned encouragingly at me, at the same 
time jerking his thumb in the direction of the man who paced up and down by the 
hatchway.  Thus I was given to understand that he was the captain, the “Old Man,” in the cook’s 
vernacular, the individual whom I must interview and put to the trouble of somehow getting me 
ashore.” 
Answer: way of speaking 
 
 
“Wolf Larsen did not laugh, though his grey eyes lighted with a slight glint of amusement; and 
in that moment, having stepped forward quite close to him, I received my first impression of the 
man himself.”  
Answer: shine 
 
 

Distractors: 

1. question 

2. manners 

3. insulting 

4. sense 
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Rationale 

 Using context clues to figure out unknown words is a skill all strong readers have. 
Students should receive ample practice so that they can hone their ability to use context 
clues effectively.   
  

Goal  
 To show students how to decipher word meaning through context and provide them with the 

opportunity for independent practice. 
 

Standards 
 CCSS.L.9-10.4 Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and 

phrases based on grades 9-10 reading and content, choosing flexibly from a range of strategies. 
 CCSS.L.9-10.4.A Use context (e.g., the overall meaning of a sentence, paragraph, or text; a 

word's position or function in a sentence) as a clue to the meaning of a word or phrase. 
 CCSS.L.9-10.4.D Verify the preliminary determination of the meaning of a word or phrase (e.g., 

by checking the inferred meaning in context or in a dictionary). 
 CCSS.L.9-10.5 Demonstrate understanding of figurative language, word relationships, and 

nuances in word meanings. 
 

Objectives 
 Students will be able to locate context clues to help them determine the meaning of unknown 

words. 
 
Materials 

 Text: “Shall Liberty or Empire be Sought” by Patrick Henry (one copy per student) 
 Context Clues worksheet (one copy per student) 

 
Procedures 

 Begin the lesson by distributing the text and worksheet. Ask students to read the text 
independently. Then read the text aloud, or ask volunteers to read it. 

 Spend a few minutes discussing the text. This is a challenging text. Students should be familiar 
with the U.S. Constitution, especially concerning executive powers. What is Patrick Henry’s 
argument? How does he argue his point? 

 Next, tell the class that we’ll use this text to work on finding context clues. 
 Explain that context clues include synonyms or antonyms, examples that demonstrate the 

meaning of the word, or explanations, but these are not always present. Especially in higher level 
texts, we often have to infer the meaning of unknown words by first making sure we understand 
the paragraph and sentence containing the word, and then using that knowledge to home in on its 
meaning. It can also be helpful to determine the unknown word’s grammatical function in the 
sentence.  

 

 
High School 

Lesson: Using Context Clues to Figure out 
Unknown Words 
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 Walk through figuring out “preferments” (second paragraph, first sentence):  
o Write this sentence where everyone can see it. Circle “preferments”: 

“We have heard that there is a great deal of bribery practiced in the House of Commons of 
England, and that many of the members raise themselves to preferments by selling the rights of 
the whole of the people.” 

o Denotation: “1. advancement or promotion in dignity, office, or station; 2. A position or office of 
honor or profit” (Merriam-Webster). Don’t share this with students. 

o Tell students, “Let’s first determine what Henry is saying about the British House of 
Commons.” Ask students if they know. Explain that Henry is describing their reputation 
of corruption. 

o With the class, work through identify context clues. Underline/annotate as you go. 
1. Function: plural noun, object of the preposition. “Preferments” is the name of 

something. 
2. By doing an action, “members raise themselves to...” So preferments is some sort 

of higher position, or privilege. 
3. Members gain preferments through bribery and “selling the rights of 

the...people.”    
o “Write down the clues we used and explain in a few words what they tell us about 

the word. In the definition column, write down the meaning in your own words.” 
 Direct students to return to the text and note all the words that are in bold. Explain that they’ll use 

context clues to figure out these words. 
 Direct students to complete the worksheet by going through the article to find context clues for 

the bolded words. They can pick any five to work on. 
 When students identify the context clues, they should record which clues helped them understand 

the word and explain how those clues helped them. Then they will write down the definition in 
their own words (no dictionaries).  

 Spend the last few minutes of the lesson going over the answers. What words did students 
struggle with? What words did they already know or find easy to figure out? 

 If there is extra time, students can try to figure out other words they don’t know in the article. 
 
Assessment 

 On finding context clues in a text, students should be able to give you the correct 
definition of a word (in their own words) and identify and explain the clues they used to 
arrive at that definition. 
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Shall Liberty or Empire Be Sought? (excerpt) 
Speech delivered by Patrick Henry at the Virginia Convention—June 5, 1788 

 
 Note: In this speech, Henry criticizes the ratification of the U.S. Constitution. 
 
This, sir, is the language of democracy—that a majority of the community have a right to alter 
government when found to be oppressive. But how different is the genius of your new Constitution from 
this! How different from the sentiments of freemen that a contemptible minority can prevent the good of 
the majority! If, then, gentlemen standing on this ground are come to that point, that they are willing to 
bind themselves and their posterity to be oppressed, I am amazed and inexpressibly astonished. If this be 
the opinion of the majority, I must submit; but to me, sir, it appears perilous and destructive. I cannot 
help thinking so. Perhaps it may be the result of my age. These may be feelings natural to a man of my 
years, when the American spirit has left him, and his mental powers, like the members of the body, are 
decayed. If, sir, amendments are left to the twentieth, or tenth part of the people of America, your liberty 
is gone forever. 
  
We have heard that there is a great deal of bribery practiced in the House of Commons of England, and 
that many of the members raise themselves to preferments by selling the rights of the whole of the people. 
But, sir, the tenth part of that body cannot continue oppressions on the rest of the people. English liberty 
is, in this case, on a firmer foundation than American liberty. The honorable gentleman who presides told 
us that, to prevent abuses in our government, we will assemble in convention, recall our delegated 
powers, and punish our servants for abusing the trust reposed in them. Oh, sir! we should have fine times, 
indeed, if, to punish tyrants, it were only sufficient to assemble the people! Your arms, wherewith you 
could defend yourselves, are gone; and you have no longer a democratical spirit. Did you ever read of any 
revolution in a nation, brought about by the punishment of those in power, inflicted by those who had no 
power at all? You read of a riot act in a country which is called one of the freest in the world, where a few 
neighbors cannot assemble without the risk of being shot by a hired soldiery, the engines of despotism. 
We may see such an act in America. 
   
We are descended from a people whose government was founded on liberty; our glorious forefathers of 
Great Britain made liberty the foundation of everything. That country has become a great, mighty, and 
splendid nation; not because their government is strong and energetic, but, sir, because liberty is its direct 
end and foundation. We drew the spirit of liberty from our British ancestors; by that spirit we have 
triumphed over every difficulty. But now, sir, the American spirit, assisted by the ropes and chains of 
consolidation, is about to convert this country into a powerful and mighty empire. If you make the 
citizens of this country agree to become the subjects of one great consolidated empire of America, your 
government will not have sufficient energy to keep them together. Such a government is incompatible 
with the genius of republicanism. There will be no checks, no real balances, in this government. What 
can avail your specious, imaginary balances, your rope-dancing, chain-rattling, ridiculous ideal checks 
and contrivances? But, sir, "we are not feared by foreigners; we do not make nations tremble." Would this 
constitute happiness or secure liberty? I trust, sir, our political hemisphere will ever direct their operations 
to the security of those objects. 
   
When I thus profess myself an advocate for the liberty of the people, I shall be told I am a designing man, 
that I am to be a great man, that I am to be a demagogue; and many similar insinuations will be thrown 
out; but, sir, conscious rectitude outweighs those things with me. I see great jeopardy in this new 
government. I see none from our present one. I hope some gentleman or other will bring forth, in full 
array, those dangers, if there be any, that we may see and touch them. I have said that I thought this a 
consolidated government; I will now prove it. Will the great rights of the people be secured by this 
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government? Suppose it should prove oppressive, how can it be altered? Our Bill of Rights declares that 
"a majority of the community hath an indubitable, unalienable, and indefeasible right to reform, alter, or 
abolish it, in such manner as shall be judged most conducive to the public weal." 
    
This Constitution is said to have beautiful features; but when I come to examine these features, sir, they 
appear to me horribly frightful. Among other deformities, it has an awful squinting; it squints toward 
monarchy, and does not this raise indignation in the breast of every true American? Your president may 
easily become king. Your Senate is so imperfectly constructed that your dearest rights may be sacrificed 
to what may be a small minority; and a very small minority may continue forever unchangeably this 
government, although horridly defective. Where are your checks in this government? Your strongholds 
will be in the hands of your enemies. It is on a supposition that your American governors shall be honest 
that all the good qualities of this government are founded; but its defective and imperfect construction 
puts it in their power to perpetrate the worst of mischiefs should they be bad men; and, sir, would not all 
the world blame our distracted folly in resting our rights upon the contingency of our rulers being good or 
bad? Show me that age and country where the rights and liberties of the people were placed on the sole 
chance of their rulers being good men without a consequent loss of liberty! I say that the loss of that 
dearest privilege has ever followed, with absolute certainty, every such mad attempt. 
  
If your American chief be a man of ambition and abilities, how easy is it for him to render himself 
absolute! The army is in his hands, and if he be a man of address, it will be attached to him, and it will be 
the subject of long meditation with him to seize the first auspicious moment to accomplish his design, 
and, sir, will the American spirit solely relieve you when this happens? I would rather infinitely—and I 
am sure most of this Convention are of the same opinion—have a king, lords, and commons, than a 
government so replete with such insupportable evils. If we make a king we may prescribe the rules by 
which he shall rule his people, and interpose such checks as shall prevent him from infringing them; but 
the president, in the field, at the head of his army, can prescribe the terms on which he shall reign master, 
so far that it will puzzle any American ever to get his neck from under the yoke. I cannot with patience 
think of this idea. If ever he violate the laws, one of two things will happen: he will come at the head of 
the army to carry everything before him, or he will give bail, or do what Mr. Chief Justice will order him. 
If he be guilty, will not the recollection of his crimes teach him to make one bold push for the American 
throne? Will not the immense difference between being master of everything and being ignominiously 
tried and punished powerfully excite him to make this bold push? But, sir, where is the existing force to 
punish him? Can he not, at the head of his army, beat down every opposition? Away with your president! 
We shall have a king: the army will salute him monarch; your militia will leave you, and assist in making 
him king, and fight against you: and what have you to oppose this force? What will then become of you 
and your rights? Will not absolute despotism ensue? 
  



Name: ____________________________  Date: _______________ 
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Rationale 

 One of the ways students gain a deeper understanding of what they read is by exploring 
the denotations and connotations of the words and phrases used in character descriptions. 
This lesson will present an activity to promote students’ abilities to decipher denotations 
and connotations.   
  

Goal  
 To provide students with practice identifying denotations and connotations to better understand 

the nuances of language and character description. 
 

Standards 
 CCSS.RL.9-10.4 Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in the text, 

including figurative and connotative meanings; analyze the cumulative impact of specific word 
choices on meaning and tone (e.g., how the language evokes a sense of time and place; how it 
sets a formal or informal tone). 

 CCSS.L.9-10.5 Demonstrate understanding of figurative language, word relationships, and 
nuances in word meanings. 

 CCSS.L.9-10.5.B Analyze nuances in the meaning of words with similar denotations. 
 

Objectives 
 Students will be able to identify denotations and connotations of words to develop a richer 

understanding of characters’ personalities. 
 
Materials 

 Text: Don Quixote excerpt (one per student) 
 Denotation/Connotation T-Chart (one per student) 
 Online or Print Dictionary 

 
Procedures 

 Distribute the text and T-chart. 
 Tell students that today they are going to read an excerpt from a text and focus on the words the 

author uses to describe a character. We’re going to look at not only the denotations of words, or 
dictionary definitions, but the connotations of words, or the ideas or qualities that those words 
imply.  

 Read the text aloud, or call on volunteers. Discuss and clarify any points that are unclear. 
 Direct students to read the text again to themselves and this time, highlight any character 

descriptions they come across. 
 Go over the example given on the T-Chart. Note this example elaborates further than students 

will be expected to do. For each column, students need only to write the words and their 
meanings for each column (Extra information is marked in red on the T-Chart). 

 

 
High School 

Lesson: Using Denotations and Connotations 
to Understand Character 
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 Next, using their T-Charts, students will work through the words they highlighted, doing as many 
as they have time for. Students first write the word in the “Denotations” column along with its 
definition. They can verify their denotations in a dictionary if necessary. Next, they write the 
word in the “Connotations” column, along with the feelings and implications of the word. 

 Direct students to think about what these descriptions reveal about the character. 
 Have students write a short paragraph describing the character based on what was learned in this 

activity. The writing should address the question: What do the descriptions reveal about the 
character? 

 To wrap up, call on volunteers to read their paragraphs, or hold a discussion where everyone 
contributes to illuminate how the character is described. 
 

Assessment 
 T-Charts should clearly and accurately describe the words identified. Students should also be able 

to express their explanations orally. Student writing should cite evidence that supports logical 
inferences about the word choice.   
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Name:_________________________________   Date:___________________ 

Denotations Connotations 
 

brave (in “a brave figure in his best 
homespun” (¶1)): Used in the rare sense of 
“excellent or splendid,” but also calls to mind 
the more common definition of “having or 
showing courage” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
brave: used ironically to suggest a pathetic 
figure. The author is ridiculing Don Quixote 
for his delusions of grandeur. 
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Don Quixote (excerpt from Chapter 1) 
by Miguel de Cervantes 

In a village of La Mancha, the name of which I have no desire to call to mind, there lived not 

long since one of those gentlemen that keep a lance in the lance-rack, an old buckler, a lean hack, 

and a greyhound for coursing. A stock of rather more beef than mutton, a salad on most nights, 

scraps on Saturdays, lentils on Fridays, and a pigeon or so extra on Sundays, made away with 

three-quarters of his income. The rest of it went in a doublet of fine cloth and velvet breeches 

and shoes to match for holidays, while on weekdays he made a brave figure in his best 

homespun. He had in his house a housekeeper past forty, a niece under twenty, and a lad for the 

field and marketplace, who used to saddle the hack as well as handle the bill-hook. The age of 

this gentleman of ours was bordering on fifty; he was of a hardy habit, spare, gaunt-featured, a 

very early riser and a great sportsman. They will have it his surname was Quixada. This, 

however, is of but little importance to our tale; it will be enough not to stray a hair's breadth from 

the truth in the telling of it. 

You must know, then, that the above-named gentleman whenever he was at leisure (which was 

mostly all the year round) gave himself up to reading books of chivalry with such ardor and 

avidity that he almost entirely neglected the pursuit of his field-sports, and even the management 

of his property; and to such a pitch did his eagerness and infatuation go that he sold many an acre 

of land to buy books of chivalry to read, and brought home as many of them as he could get. But 

of all there were none he liked so well as those of the famous Feliciano de Silva's composition, 

for their lucidity of style and complicated conceits were as pearls in his sight, particularly when 

in his reading he came upon courtships and cartels, where he often found passages like "the 

reason of the unreason with which my reason is afflicted so weakens my reason that with reason 

I murmur at your beauty;" or again, "the high heavens, that of your divinity divinely fortify you 

with the stars, render you deserving of the desert your greatness deserves." Over conceits of this 

sort the poor gentleman lost his wits, and used to lie awake striving to understand them and 

worm the meaning out of them; what Aristotle himself could not have made out or extracted had 

he come to life again for that special purpose. He was not at all easy about the wounds which 

Don Belianis gave and took, because it seemed to him that, great as were the surgeons who had 

cured him, he must have had his face and body covered all over with seams and scars.  
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He commended, however, the author's way of ending his book with the promise of that 

interminable adventure, and many a time was he tempted to take up his pen and finish it properly 

as is there proposed, which no doubt he would have done, and made a successful piece of work 

of it too, had not greater and more absorbing thoughts prevented him. 

...In short, he became so absorbed in his books that he spent his nights from sunset to sunrise, 

and his days from dawn to dark, poring over them; and what with little sleep and much reading 

his brains got so dry that he lost his wits. His fancy grew full of what he used to read about in his 

books, enchantments, quarrels, battles, challenges, wounds, wooings, loves, agonies, and all sorts 

of impossible nonsense; and it so possessed his mind that the whole fabric of invention and fancy 

he read of was true, that to him no history in the world had more reality in it. He used to say the 

Cid Ruy Diaz was a very good knight, but that he was not to be compared with the Knight of the 

Burning Sword who with one back-stroke cut in half two fierce and monstrous giants.  

He thought more of Bernardo del Carpio because at Roncesvalles he slew Roland in spite of 

enchantments, availing himself of the artifice of Hercules when he strangled Antaeus the son of 

Terra in his arms. He approved highly of the giant Morgante, because, although of the giant 

breed which is always arrogant and ill-conditioned, he alone was affable and well-bred. But 

above all he admired Reinaldos of Montalban, especially when he saw him sallying forth from 

his castle and robbing everyone he met, and when beyond the seas he stole that image of 

Mahomet which, as his history says, was entirely of gold. To have a bout of kicking at that traitor 

of a Ganelon he would have given his housekeeper, and his niece into the bargain. 

In short, his wits being quite gone, he hit upon the strangest notion that ever madman in this 

world hit upon, and that was that he fancied it was right and requisite, as well for the support of 

his own honour as for the service of his country, that he should make a knight-errant of himself, 

roaming the world over in full armour and on horseback in quest of adventures, and putting in 

practice himself all that he had read of as being the usual practices of knights-errant; righting 

every kind of wrong, and exposing himself to peril and danger from which, in the issue, he was 

to reap eternal renown and fame. Already the poor man saw himself crowned by the might of his 

arm Emperor of Trebizond at least; and so, led away by the intense enjoyment he found in these 

pleasant fancies, he set himself forthwith to put his scheme into execution. 
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Rationale 

 The Common Core states that students should be able to use “a range of strategies” to 
determine the meanings of unknown words. The substitution method is one such strategy.   
  

Goal  
 To introduce the substitution method as a strategy for finding the meanings of unknown words. 

 
Standards 

 CCSS.L.9-10.4 Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and 
phrases based on grades 9-10 reading and content, choosing flexibly from a range of strategies. 

 CCSS.L.9-10.4.A Use context (e.g., the overall meaning of a sentence, paragraph, or text; a 
word's position or function in a sentence) as a clue to the meaning of a word or phrase. 

 CCSS.L.9-10.4.D Verify the preliminary determination of the meaning of a word or phrase (e.g., 
by checking the inferred meaning in context or in a dictionary). 
 

Objectives 
 Students will be able to use the substitution method to help them determine the meaning of 

unknown words. 
 
Materials 

 4 passages from The Last of the Mohicans, by James Fenimore Cooper, cut out as cards (one set 
per student) 

 Answer cards (set of eight, one set per student) 
 
Procedures 

 Explain that today the class is going to explore a way to figure out unknown words, a strategy 
called the substitution method.  

 Demonstrate the substitution method with this example: 
 

“Notwithstanding this man was held in very unequal estimation among the Hurons, some 
believing implicitly in his power, and others deeming him an impostor, he was now 
listened to by all with the deepest attention. When his brief story was ended, the father of 
the sick woman stepped forth, and, in a few pithy expressions, related, in his turn, what 
he knew.” (The Last of the Mohicans, by James Fenimore Cooper) 
 

1. Write the quotation on the board, underlining the word in red. Read it slowly with the 
class, emphasizing “estimation.”  

 

 
High School 

Lesson: Using the Substitution Method to Figure out 
Unknown Words 
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2. Model and think aloud how you would use the substitution method to figure out the word 
“estimation.” 

i. “I’m familiar with the meaning of ‘estimation’ in the sense of ‘guess’ but I 
don’t think that is how it’s being used here.  

ii. Replace ‘estimation’ with ‘guess’ to demonstrate that it doesn’t fit. 
iii. Let’s think about what’s happening in this passage. The author is talking 

about ‘this man’ and what others think of him. Some think highly of him. 
Some not so much. Is there a word or words I can think of that would make 
sense in place of ‘estimation’ knowing this?” 

iv. Then try something that fits. “What about ‘opinion.’” Read the quotation again 
with the new word. “That works. We know that in this passage the author is 
referring to people’s differing opinions about someone.”  

 Introduce the activity. Students will figure out unknown words by substituting another word or 
phrase that makes sense in the sentence.  

 Give each student a set of cards and a set of possible answers. There are eight answer options. 
Only four are correct and each will only be used once. 

 Directions: 
1. Students read the passage. 
2. Students block out the highlighted word and reread the passage, saying “blank” in 

place of the highlighted word.  
3. Next, they look at the possible choices and identify which word or phrase would best 

substitute for the unknown word.  
4. Lastly, they must explain why their choice works. 
5. If a student gets an incorrect answer, help them to try again and guide them to 

understand why their first choice doesn’t work. 
 Reiterate that the substitution method is one way to figure out the meaning of words.  

Assessment 
 Students should be able to identify the correct substitution for the unknown vocabulary word and 

explain why their answer is correct. 

Additional Practice 
 Give students a passage from a text you are currently reading in class and have them 

apply the substitution strategy for words they don’t know.  
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Passage Cards 

Cut out the passage cards and possible answers and give one set to each student. All passages are 
from The Last of the Mohicans, by James Fenimore Cooper. 

"Though we are not in danger, common     prudence     would teach us to journey 

through this wilderness in as quiet a manner as possible. You will, then, pardon 

me, Alice, should I diminish your enjoyments, by requesting this gentleman to 

postpone his chant until a safer opportunity." 

“While one of these loiterers showed the red skin and wild    accoutrements    of a 

native of the woods, the other exhibited, through the mask of his rude and nearly 

savage equipments, the brighter, though sunburnt and long-faded complexion of 

one who might claim descent from a European parentage.”  

"I confess I have not been without my own suspicions, though I have endeavored 

to conceal them, and     affected     a confidence I have not always felt, on account 

of my companions.” 

“It was evident that his momentary weakness had vanished with the explanation of 

a mystery which his own experience had not served to      fathom     ; and though 

he now felt all the realities of their actual condition, that he was prepared to meet 

them with the energy of his hardy nature.” 

 

  
equipment 

wisdom
  

understand 

behavior 

justice 

misplaced 

faked 

instruct 
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Answer Key 

 

 
"Though we are not in danger, common prudence would teach us to journey through this 
wilderness in as quiet a manner as possible. You will, then, pardon me, Alice, should I diminish 
your enjoyments, by requesting this gentleman to postpone his chant until a safer opportunity." 
Answer: wisdom 
 
 
“While one of these loiterers showed the red skin and wild accoutrements of a native of the 
woods, the other exhibited, through the mask of his rude and nearly savage equipments, the 
brighter, though sunburnt and long-faded complexion of one who might claim descent from a 
European parentage.”  
Answer: equipment 
 
 
"I confess I have not been without my own suspicions, though I have endeavored to conceal 
them, and affected a confidence I have not always felt, on account of my companions.” 
Answer: faked 
 
 
“It was evident that his momentary weakness had vanished with the explanation of a mystery 
which his own experience had not served to fathom; and though he now felt all the realities of 
their actual condition, that he was prepared to meet them with the energy of his hardy nature.” 
Answer: understand 
 
 

Distractors: 

1. misplaced 

2. behavior 

3. justice 

4. instruct 

 

 

 


	ADPAC76.tmp
	“How the Camel Got His Hump”
	by Rudyard Kipling

	ADP9A57.tmp
	“How the Camel Got His Hump”
	by Rudyard Kipling

	ADP7F79.tmp
	“How the Camel Got His Hump”
	by Rudyard Kipling




